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LINDA LAEL MILLER
QUEEN OF THE RODEO



LINDA LAEL MILLER

The daughter of a town marshal, Linda Lael Miller is a New York Times bestselling author of more than sixty historical and contemporary novels that reflect her love of the West. Raised in Northport, Washington, the self-confessed “barn goddess” now lives in Spokane, Washington. Her most recent New York Times bestsellers include McKettrick’s Luck, McKettrick’s Pride, McKettrick’s Heart and The Man from Stone Creek. Dedicated to helping others, Linda personally finances her Linda Lael Miller Scholarships for Women, awarded annually to women seeking to improve their lot in life through education. More information about Linda, her novels and her scholarships is available at www.lindalaelmiller.com. She also loves to hear from readers by mail at P.O.Box 19461, Spokane, WA 99219.


Jeanne Greenberg
SARI Therapeutic Riding

Parents faced with the challenge of caring for a child with a physical, cognitive, social or emotional disability such as Down syndrome or autism know all too well the engulfing feelings of helplessness and inadequacy that often threaten family life. Without help and support, the task they face can be frustrating and overwhelmingly lonely.
For forty-seven years—more than half her life—Jeanne Greenberg has worked to turn a burden into a blessing, giving both help and hope to families who, in her words, “have been blessed with special-needs children.”
When her daughter Sari was born with Down syndrome in 1959, there were few facilities for so-called “handicapped” children, and Jeanne was advised to put Sari into foster care. Five agonizing months later, Jeanne, who had four other children at home, got her back. When Sari was three, Jeanne established a nursery school in her southwestern Ontario community to help Sari integrate with other children with special needs. She also began visiting and counseling parents in hospital following the birth of a child with Down syndrome.
The Greenberg family lost their beloved Sari when she was only fifteen, but even in her sorrow, Jeanne already knew that the rest of her own life would be devoted to helping families like hers. Jeanne, her husband and their four other children wanted a special way to honor Sari. It took a few years to give shape and substance to that desire, but in 1978 the nonprofit organization SARI (Special Ability Riding Institute, now known as SARI Therapeutic Riding) was set up in Sari’s memory. The idea for it had come from Sari’s enjoyment of riding lessons with one of her siblings on the farm where the family was then living. The donation of the five-acre farm to make the land and buildings available for the riding program was an important step in putting the dream into action.
They started with the two horses their children had used; today, the barn houses up to thirteen. In 1980 an indoor heated arena was built with community and government lottery support, providing needed office and classroom space and a lounge/viewing area for parents and visitors. Classes, formerly held in the barn and outside, could now be held year-round.
The program consists of three sessions per year—each accommodating seventy children, some with Down syndrome, autism and cerebral palsy, others with disabilities or hearing or sight impairment—and a summer camp that siblings can also attend, giving them the opportunity not only to participate, but to witness and experience firsthand their sibling’s accomplishments. In addition to riding lessons, there are opportunities to groom horses or help with tack.
Classes—limited to four riders—are held every afternoon and evening and all day Saturday. Stretching exercises are part of the therapy—reaching toward a horse’s ears, for example. One mother of a nine-year-old Down syndrome child says just learning to hold the reins was a big challenge for her daughter. “She couldn’t do that at first. Now she steers, trots, and posts. She has made gains socially and emotionally, too. It’s such a happy place.”
Learning letters of the alphabet is often an integral part of the exercise, as well as picture and color recognition (“Stop your horse at red”). An army of volunteers assist—some 150 each week. Usually three people are needed just to help a single child, one leading the horse and the other two walking on each side.
Instruction is adapted to meet individual needs. Jeanne supported an educator, and past executive director, in developing the Achievement Rainbow Program (now distributed to therapeutic riding stables all over the world), a curriculum that allows the children to have fun learning while achieving therapeutic goals associated with the rainbow colors.
SARI would be a remarkable accomplishment by any measure, but Jeanne, now 84, remains a dedicated board member and a fund-raiser who works tirelessly to help raise the nearly $300,000 a year that it costs to operate SARI Therapeutic Riding. Four major fund-raising events are held each year, including a night at the theater in March (Jeanne invariably has all the tickets sold by Christmas, says SARI’s executive director), and the popular Bowling for Ponies event. Through Jeanne’s extensive contacts, support comes from corporations, associations and community clubs, as well as individuals. “When I phone someone now, sometimes they don’t even say hello, just ‘What can I do for you?’” she laughs.
Clearly, an enterprise on this scale involves crucial health and safety issues. In the eighties, Jeanne helped form two associate bodies: the Canadian Therapeutic Riding Association (CanTRA), responsible for insurance matters and a certification program for instructors, and the Ontario Therapeutic Riding Association (OnTRA), which provides networking, community education and fund-raising support for SARI and other therapeutic-riding facilities in Ontario.
Jeanne is now so deeply involved with SARI that she can’t imagine life without it. “I guess I’ll have to turn over the reins at some point,” she says, “but it’s not easy.” Then she adds, in classic understatement, “Not that others couldn’t do it, but perhaps they don’t have my drive!” Indeed. The mere contemplation of her activities and energy would floor most people half her age. And she’s not done yet. She looks forward to SARI’s thirtieth-anniversary celebrations in June 2008, by which time, she reveals, the barn is to come down and the arena extended. She is already engaged in a campaign to raise the million dollars these plans will cost.
For Jeanne, the work is energizing—and endlessly rewarding. She is buoyed by the children’s achievements, and the miracles that occasionally occur: One child whose parents were told he would never walk is now walking, after just two years at SARI. And a former student, wheelchair-bound and now in his thirties, told Jeanne he has never forgotten the thrill, when first placed on a horse, of being able to look down at people instead of always seeing them looking down at him. Memories of Sari, and of children like these, Jeanne says, have enriched her life beyond measure.
For more information, visit www.sari.ca or write SARI Therapeutic Riding, 12659 Medway Road, R.R. #l, Arva, Ontario, Canada N0M lC0.
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CHAPTER

ONE

The old horse stepped through a shimmering curtain of angled rain, stately as a unicorn for all its diminutive size, muddy hide, overgrown hooves, tangled mane and too-prominent ribs.
Callie Dorset stood in front of her tilted rural mailbox, one of a row of them jutting from the ground like crooked teeth, a sheaf of bills and flyers clasped in one hand. She stared, momentarily transfixed, heedless of the downpour.
Cherokee?
It couldn’t be. Her childhood pony had been sold off years ago, along with most of the family ranch. Taken somewhere far away, in a gleaming horse trailer from an auction house, never to return.
And yet here he was.
Callie stuck the mail back into the box, slogged down one side of the grassy ditch separating her from the horse and up the other, then stood close to the rusty barbed-wire fence, spellbound.
“Cherokee?” she said, aloud this time, the name barely audible over the fire-sound of the relentless spring rain.
He nickered, nuzzled her shoulder.
Callie felt almost faint, stricken with a hopeless joy. Her hand shook as she reached out to caress his soft, pink-spotted nose.
She repeated his name, wonderstruck.
Blinked a couple of times, in case she was seeing things.
Somehow, he had found his way back.
But how?
Behind her, snug in the ancient Blazer, Callie’s seven-year-old daughter, Serena, rolled down the passenger-side window. “Mom!” she shouted, in her sometimes slurred, always exuberant voice. “You’re getting wet!”
Callie turned, drenched with rain and tears, and smiled. Nodded. “Shut the window,” she called back. “You’ll catch cold.”
Serena’s round face clouded with concern. Her exotic, slanted eyes widened. “Doesn’t that horse have a house to live in?” she asked, scanning the pasture, which was empty except for a few gnarled apple trees, remnants of an orchard planted so long ago that only ghosts could recall it as it had once been, green-leaved and flourishing with fruit. An old claw-footed bathtub served as a water trough, and someone had dumped a bale of hay nearby.
“Serena,” Callie said, trying to sound stern and not fooling the child for a moment.
Serena closed the window, but she watched from behind the silvery sheen of steam and water droplets, troubled.
Callie turned back to Cherokee. Stroked his coarse forelock, trying to find it within herself to leave him—again—here in the cold gloom of an ordinary afternoon, and failing utterly.
But she had to do it.
She had to take Serena home. Start supper. Try to figure out how to pay all those bills, lying limp and soggy in the mailbox.
As if he understood her dilemma, Cherokee nudged her once more in the shoulder, then turned and plodded slowly away to stand, distant, hide steaming with moisture, under one of the lonely apple trees.
Callie ran the sleeve of her denim jacket across her face and oriented herself to Serena, her North Star. She retrieved the bills and the flyers from the mailbox, sniffling, and got behind the wheel of the Blazer, cranking up the heat.
“You’re wet, Mom,” Serena reiterated sagely, visibly relaxing now that Callie was back in the car.
Callie tried to smile, wanting to reassure the child, but fell short. She’d seen so much loss in her thirty-one years—her parents, most of the homestead, Denny—and Cherokee. There were times when it was impossible to pretend it didn’t matter, all that sorrow, even for Serena’s sake.
Callie looked back once more, knowing she shouldn’t, and saw her old friend watching her. She bit her lower lip, then shoved the Blazer into gear and made a wide turn in the mud of the road, headed for home.
The house was small, its shingles gray, its porch slanting a little to one side, like the mailbox she’d just left. The roof needed patching, and the yard was overgrown, but the windows glowed with warm welcome, because Callie had left the lights on when she drove to town to pick Serena up after school. It was an extravagance, burning electricity that way, but she was glad she’d done it.
Inside, she tossed the mail onto the antique table beside the front door and peeled off her wet jacket. Though considerably drier than Callie, Serena shook herself like a dog just climbing out of a lake, laughing.
She was such a happy child, in spite of so many things.
“Cocoa!” Serena crowed. “Let’s have cocoa, with marshmallows!”
“Good idea,” Callie agreed, bending to kiss the top of her daughter’s head. Serena’s hair was chestnut-brown, just like Denny’s had been. She had his green eyes, too. “Just let me change.”
She helped Serena out of her pink nylon coat, hung it on the peg next to the jean jacket.
Five minutes later, wearing slippers and a bathrobe, her blond, chin-length hair toweled into disarray comical enough to make her daughter point and laugh, Callie met Serena in the tiny kitchen at the back. Serena had already got the milk out of the refrigerator, taken the marshmallows from a pantry shelf and placed two mugs carefully on the table.
“Who does he belong to?” Serena asked.
Callie, busy measuring cocoa powder into a saucepan, stopped, turned to look at her only child, now sitting in her usual chair at the table, legs swinging.
“The horse,” Serena clarified.
Callie’s throat thickened painfully. “The Martins, I guess,” she said. She didn’t know her neighbors well; they were renters, according to the local grapevine, and not the sort to mix. When they’d moved in a few months ago, at the tail end of a long, ragged winter, Callie had made a chicken casserole, and she and Serena had gone over to welcome them, wending their way between U-Haul trucks to knock at the front door. No one had answered, and Serena, hoping for a playmate her own age, had been gravely disappointed.
“He’s lonesome,” Serena said sadly.
Callie’s eyes burned. She was standing in a warm kitchen, with her daughter, the person she loved most in all the world, but her heart was still out there in the rain, under the dripping limbs of an apple tree. How had Cherokee come to belong to those people? What hard, winding, convoluted road had led him back, so close, but not-quite-home? He must have arrived recently, or she’d have seen him as she drove to town.
She couldn’t speak, so she merely nodded, acknowledging Serena’s remark, and went back to her cocoa-making. After the hot chocolate came supper, the beans-and-franks combo Serena loved, and “homework.” Serena attended a special education program, with only six other children at the local elementary school. Two, including Serena, had Down syndrome; the others were mildly autistic. Callie was grateful for the program and the people who ran it, under-funded though it was. It gave Serena a place to go, something to be part of, in the larger world, and made it possible for Callie to earn a living.
Not that waiting tables at Happy Dan’s Café was much of a living, but it kept the electricity on and the property taxes paid and food in the refrigerator, at least, and all the customers were long-time friends, people she had always known. She had to do a lot of juggling financially, but Callie didn’t feel sorry for herself, and neither did anybody else who mattered.
Sure, the roof of the ranch house leaked and the old barn out back looked as though it might fall over at any moment. She had to shuffle the bills like a deck of cards and deal a sparse hand to be paid every month.
But she had Serena, and that made her rich.
She and Serena washed and dried and put away the dishes after supper. Then Serena did her homework, had her bath and put on her favorite flannel pajamas and crawled into bed with her teddy bear. Callie read her a story, listened to her prayers—“please give the poor horse a house to live in”—tucked her in and kissed her good-night.
All the while, she thought of Cherokee.
She didn’t want to call Luke Banner, but it was all she could think of to do. He was the only veterinarian in the small eastern Washington town of Parable, and if anybody knew anything about the old horse that had turned up, as if by conjuring, in the Martins’ pasture, it would be him.
He’d been as much a part of her childhood as Cherokee, Luke had. He’d been Denny’s best friend, and hers, too—after Denny, of course. One summer, between their junior and senior years of high school, when Denny was away working on an uncle’s wheat farm, Callie and Luke had gone to a dance together, just the two of them, and kissed under a bright moon, and for a while after that, sick with guilt, Callie had believed she was in love with Luke.
Then Denny had come home, good-natured, trusting Denny. Things had returned to normal—on the surface, at least. Deep down, though, something had changed, and Luke withdrew quietly from the circle of three. They graduated, and Luke went away to college. Denny took a part-time job at the sawmill in Parable and signed up for extension classes in computer science. Callie waited tables at Happy Dan’s, taught herself to make jewelry and watched helplessly as her widowed father fell slowly away from her, like the outlying regions of the ranch that had been in his family for three generations.
After her dad’s death, Callie and Denny were married, and the two of them had tried hard to turn the old house into the home it had never really been.
Denny had done well in his computer classes, and Callie had begun to sell some of her jewelry, a few pieces online but mostly over the counter at Happy Dan’s, to tourists and a few generous locals, and they’d sat nights around the kitchen table, drawing up plans.
So many plans.
They’d replace the roof on the house and shore up the barn. Get Callie a horse to ride, because she’d never stopped missing Cherokee, have some kids.
The horse never materialized. Seven long years of hoping had passed before Callie got pregnant; she’d miscarried twice before Serena came along.
Sweet, angelic Serena.
Literally a gift from God.
But in Callie’s experience, God gave with one hand and took away with the other. Serena had been barely three months old when Denny was killed in a car accident on his way home from a job interview.
There hadn’t been much insurance—just enough to pay Denny’s funeral expenses, with a very few dollars left over, and those had quickly gone for groceries and the special needs of a Down syndrome baby.
“Hello?” The voice sounded impatient, jarring Callie out of the sad mental maze she’d drifted into.
She stiffened, clutching the telephone receiver in her hand, pressing it hard against her ear.
“Hello,” Luke repeated.
Callie cleared her throat, blushing. “Dr. Banner?”
“Speaking,” Luke said.
“This is Callie Dorset.”
Silence. Luke had been back in Parable for several months by then and, small as the town was, he and Callie had tacitly avoided each other the whole while. Callie could not have said why, exactly—they’d never had a falling-out or anything like that. It was just—awkward. So many things to say, and no way to put them into words.
“Callie.” He said her name gruffly. “What can I do for you?”
Callie closed her eyes, but Luke’s image was branded into her mind just the same. Longish blond hair, blue eyes, rangy frame.
Why had she called him? Why not simply knock on the Martins’ door again and ask about Cherokee?
Because she’d known they wouldn’t answer.
And because something inside her wanted to hear Luke’s voice.
“Callie?” Luke prompted.
“There’s an old horse,” she began, and then couldn’t figure out how to go on from there, and so went silent again.
“An old horse,” Luke repeated. “What horse? Where?”
Callie swallowed hard. “Next door to my place.”
“The Martins,” Luke said, and now there was an edge to his tone.
“You know them?”
“I knew them. They moved out a few weeks ago, Callie—owing a pile of rent to old Mrs. Payton.”
“Oh,” Callie murmured, at a loss. “Maybe they’re coming back for Cherokee, then.”
“Doubtful,” Luke replied. “They left their dog in my kennel, here at the clinic, along with the four pups she had a couple of days after she arrived. And I don’t think there’s going to be a happy reunion.”
Callie, standing in her kitchen, dragged a chair over near the wall phone and sank into it. “He’s over there alone, then,” she fretted. If she’d had anyone to stay with Serena, she’d have gone out there into the darkness, rain or no rain, and thrown a halter on Cherokee. Led him home to stand in her own rickety barn. Found a way to buy him some hay and oats, run a hose in to fill the old trough.
“Is he sick?”
“Thin,” Callie answered. “I could see his ribs, and his hooves need trimming, too.”
Luke was quiet for a few moments, then he said, “I’d better call the animal control people. My barn is full at the moment, or I’d take him myself.”
“He could live here,” Callie heard herself say. Her heart fluttered in her throat. He could come home.
“I’d better have a look at him, just the same,” Luke said.
“I can’t pay you,” Callie said, to get it over with.
“I didn’t ask you to,” Luke replied.
After that, the conversation faltered and eventually wound down to goodbye.
Callie barely slept that night.
The next morning after breakfast, Callie drove Serena to school and saw Cherokee still standing under his apple tree as they passed. The storm had moved on, but the grass sparkled with moisture and the sunlight was dazzling.
“Poor horse,” Serena said, her lower lip jutting out a little.
Callie reached over to pat her arm. “He’ll be all right,” she said, hoping it was true. She’d already called Happy Dan’s and switched shifts with another waitress, so that she could have the day off to get the barn ready for Cherokee, but she wasn’t about to raise Serena’s hopes until it was a done deal. Too many things might go wrong: the Martins could return for their horse, or they might have sold him to someone, or Luke might change his mind and call in animal control.
After she’d walked Serena into the school building, Callie returned to the Blazer and headed for the feed store, spending a full day’s tips on a few bales of hay, a bag of grain, a sturdy new halter and lead rope, a grooming brush and a currycomb.
When she rounded the bend skirting the Martin place, there was Luke’s truck and fancy horse trailer, parked alongside the road. She drew up behind and got out to watch as he led Cherokee slowly down the slope of the pasture, toward an open gate.
Luke approached, Cherokee plodding along at his side. He nodded to Callie but didn’t smile. “He looks sound,” Luke said. “Needs a little fattening up, though.” He paused, looked her over. “You’re sure about this, Callie? It’s not cheap, keeping a horse.”
Callie flushed, at least on the inside, and lifted her chin. “I can manage,” she said, not knowing how she would.
Luke handed her Cherokee’s lead rope and opened the back of the horse trailer, pulled the ramp down. “Don’t go getting all insulted,” he said. “It’s a lot of work and pretty expensive, that’s all I meant.”
She stroked Cherokee’s long neck, and let her pride-stiffened spine soften a little. “He was mine once,” she said, though she hadn’t meant to. “It’s like a miracle that he’s back, after all this time.”
“I remember,” Luke said. He took the lead rope back and led Cherokee up into the trailer, secured him there and muttered a word of encouragement, man to horse. Then he climbed down again, raised the ramp and shut the trailer doors. “There’s a question of ownership here, Callie,” he said, facing her. He wore jeans, battered boots, a blue work shirt and an old cowboy hat, pushed to the back of his head. “Even though it seems they’ve abandoned him, the Martins could still press some kind of claim. Don’t get too attached.”
Callie nodded, looked away. She remembered the day Cherokee had been taken away to the auction, only three days after she’d ridden him in a local parade, reigning as that year’s queen of the Parable Rodeo, and wondered if she could bear it if it happened again.
Luke hesitated, then laid a hand on her shoulder. “How are you, Callie?” he asked gruffly. “You’re getting by all right?”
Getting by was what Callie was good at.
Coping.
Making do.
Putting a brave face on things.
“I’m fine,” she said.
That was when he flashed the old grin, the one she remembered. The one that made the ground tilt under her feet, like some crazy carnival ride about to spin off its base, with her still aboard and scrambling for balance.
“Let’s get this horse over to your place,” he said.
A few minutes later, Callie was parking the Blazer by her barn, and seeing it the way it must have looked to Luke. The boards were weathered and the roof sagged. The door hung from rusted hinges, and she hadn’t had a chance to rake out the stalls or clean and fill the water trough.
Like as not, Luke would say something meant to be polite, then get back in his truck and drive off, without ever unloading Cherokee from the trailer.
She got out of the Blazer and stood waiting for him, shoulders squared, and ran sweat-dampened palms down the thighs of her jeans. Worked up a smile as he swung down out of his truck.
Waited nervously while he assessed the barn.
Inside the trailer, Cherokee stirred impatiently, as if he knew he’d come home, this time for sure, and was anxious to get on with things.
“I guess it’s been hard without Denny around to see to the place,” Luke said.
“It’s been hard,” Callie confirmed, but that was all she was willing to give him. She could tolerate a lot of things, but Luke Banner’s pity wasn’t among them.
She felt relief when he unlatched the doors of the horse trailer, pulled the ramp down again and went inside for Cherokee. In fact, she barely refrained from doing a little victory dance.
When was the last time she’d wanted to do that?
Cherokee nickered and tossed his head once he’d descended from the trailer. Stood looking around, remembering.
Callie put both arms around the animal’s neck and hugged him, out of sheer joy, and when she let him go, Luke was getting equipment out of his truck. A metal kit of some kind, and some tools.
Callie opened the back of the Blazer and tugged at one of the hay bales stuffed inside.
“Leave it, Callie,” Luke said. “I’ll do that.”
She knew how stubborn Luke could be, and he was doing her a favor, after all, so she tamped down her pride and gave some ground. “Okay,” she replied, and went into the barn to rake out a stall for Cherokee.
Luke brought him inside, looked around. “The old place has held together pretty well,” he said, surprising Callie. “Not that it couldn’t use a little work.”
Callie’s cheeks burned, and she went on with her raking. Her barn wasn’t fancy, like the one on Luke’s ranch on the other side of town. But it had space for an abandoned horse, and it sure beat leaving the animal standing in a lonely pasture, with only an apple tree to shelter him from inclement weather.
They worked in companionable silence for a long time, Callie cleaning up the floor and then swabbing out the water trough in the best stall, Luke clipping Cherokee’s hooves and then filing them smooth.
That done, Luke examined the horse again and gave him a shot.
Callie went into the house briefly to put a pot of coffee on to brew.
When she came outside again, Luke was carrying the last of the hay into the barn. Cherokee stood contentedly in his stall, munching on a handful of grain Luke had given him in the bottom of an old bucket.
“There’s coffee,” Callie said, suddenly shy. She’d have taken the new brush and groomed Cherokee, but she’d have had to pass Luke to do it, since he was blocking the way into the stall, and she wasn’t quite brave enough to do that.
“Sounds good,” Luke replied, when she’d been hoping he’d say thanks, but he had to get back to work since he had a veterinary practice to run.
She nodded and hurried back inside the house, bringing the coffee outside, in the same mugs she and Serena had used for their cocoa the night before. His black, hers with cream and sugar.
You remembered, his eyes said as he took the first sip of the hot, strong brew. He could smile with those eyes, not even moving his mouth.
“Thank you, Luke,” Callie said, to get over the awkwardness of the moment.
“All in a day’s work.” He lifted his mug in a little toast.
“You must have a lot of animals to look after,” she said.
“Here’s my hat, what’s my hurry?” Luke teased.
Callie relaxed a little. “I have a daughter,” she told him, and then wondered why she’d blurted those particular words. Parable was small, and everybody knew about Serena—including Luke Banner.
“I wish I did,” Luke said. Rumor had it that he and his elegant wife, Roberta, had divorced soon after he decided to come back to Parable and take over his dad’s thriving veterinary practice so his parents could retire. They traveled a lot now.
Luke’s tone finally registered; he’d spoken so wistfully that Callie wondered if children had been an issue in the disintegration of his marriage, on top of the unpopular move from Seattle to Podunk, but she didn’t know Luke well enough to ask him such a personal question. Not anymore, anyway.
“Serena’s the best thing that ever happened to me,” Callie said, because it was true, and because she wanted him to know she’d never regretted having her little girl for so much as a moment, even though they’d known about the Down syndrome, she and Denny, early in the pregnancy.
“I’ve seen her once or twice,” Luke said. “You’ve got every right to be proud.”
Callie frowned slightly. If Luke had seen Serena, he’d seen her, too, since she and her daughter were always together except during the day, when Serena was at school. Why hadn’t he approached? Said hello, at least?
She didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until Luke answered her.
“Why didn’t you?” he countered. And he wasn’t smiling, with his mouth or with his eyes.
Flustered, Callie didn’t know what to say. She took another sip of coffee and almost choked on the stuff.
Luke emptied his cup and handed it to her. “I’d better get moving,” he said. “You wouldn’t want a puppy, would you?”
Callie was a moment catching up. “A puppy?”
“I’ve got four of them to find homes for,” he said. “Once they’re weaned, of course.”
Callie remembered the dog the Martins had left behind; Luke had mentioned it on the phone the night before. What kind of people could just turn their backs and leave like that? “Maybe,” Callie said. “Serena would love to have a dog.”
Luke nodded. “Animals are good company for kids,” he said, opening a back door on his extended-cab pickup truck and setting the kit inside, then the tools he’d used to trim and file Cherokee’s hooves. He nodded toward the barn. “Is that horse gentle enough to ride?”
Callie nodded. She meant to give Cherokee a little time to mend and get used to being back home, then saddle him up for some careful exercise.
“I read about a woman up in Canada,” Luke said. “Her name’s Jeanne Greenberg. She founded an organization called SARI, in memory of her daughter. You might want to look her up online.”
“What kind of organization?” Callie asked, realizing that she didn’t want Luke to go.
“Therapeutic riding,” he answered, climbing into the truck and leaving the door open.
Something quickened inside Callie. She thought of Serena, and her secret dream. She wanted to be a rodeo queen, Serena did, with a sash and a pink cowgirl hat with a gleaming tiara above the brim. “Like you, Mom,” she’d said, looking up from one of the old photo albums she and Callie sometimes went through together.
How long had it been since Serena had mentioned that dream?
“Thanks again,” Callie said, waving to Luke.
“I’ll be back tomorrow after the clinic closes,” Luke called. “To look in on Cherokee.”
With that, he shut the truck door and started the engine.
Callie watched as he drove out.
When he was gone, she took their two mugs inside, washed them out at the kitchen sink and set them in the drainer.
That done, she returned to the barn and brushed Cherokee down, silently promising that, this time, he could stay. She’d find a way to make it happen.
At three o’clock, when school let out, she was there waiting, like always, when Serena came out of her classroom.
“I have a surprise for you,” Callie said.
Serena’s green eyes brightened. “Ice cream?”
“Better.”
“We’re going to the rodeo?”
Callie chuckled, ruffling her daughter’s shiny hair. “The rodeo isn’t until July, silly-girl,” she answered. “And, anyway, this is even better than that.”
“What?” Serena insisted.
Callie relented. She knew Serena would never last until they got home—she’d be frantic with curiosity by then. “Do you remember that horse we saw yesterday? The one you said was lonely?”
Serena nodded, clearly puzzled. She clutched her schoolwork in one hand and looked up at Callie solemnly.
“Well, he’s in our barn, right this very minute.”
Serena’s face was instantly luminous. “God gave him a house!”
Callie crouched, so she was at eye level with her daughter. She took both Serena’s shoulders in her hands and squeezed gently. “Right now,” she said carefully, for her own benefit as well as Serena’s, “he’s just visiting.”
“Can I ride him?” Serena caught her breath. “Can I be a rodeo queen?”
“His feet are sore, and he doesn’t feel very well,” Callie said. “So it wouldn’t be a good idea to ride him. But maybe when he’s better. I’ll ride him first, and if he’s gentle enough, you can try, too.”
Serena considered the situation. “If I’m going to be a rodeo queen,” she said, “I have to ride a horse, Mom.”
Callie smiled. “Then I guess we’d better take very good care of him,” she replied. “Will you help me?”
Serena wheeled her arms, beaming, her joy uncontrollable. “Yes!” she shouted. “Yes, yes, yes!”


CHAPTER

TWO

At home, Callie introduced Serena to Cherokee, stood her on an old milking stool in the stall and showed the child how to brush him. Callie’s heart squeezed with love for both the little girl and the old horse, watching as they established an immediate bond.
Later, inside the house, while Callie was cooking supper—macaroni and cheese this time—Serena sat at the table, busily coloring on a sheet of paper. After the meal came the bath, the story, the nightly prayers. Bless my mom, Serena had said earnestly, her small hands pressed together and her eyes squinched tight shut, and bless our new horse. Thank you for giving him a house to live in. And please let me be a rodeo queen.
Smiling, Callie urged her daughter into bed, tucked her in, kissed her good-night. Usually, Serena fought sleep as long as she could, wanting a glass of water, using the bathroom, padding into the kitchen to solemnly inform Callie there was a monster hiding in her bedroom closet. A monster-routing ritual generally ensued, and sometimes a second story had to be read. That night, the little girl drifted off right away, smiling as she dreamed.
Callie stood awhile in the doorway to Serena’s small room, watching her, loving her, and hoping she hadn’t set Serena, herself and Cherokee up for a big disappointment by having the horse brought to the ranch.
A long time passed before she finally turned away, went back to the kitchen and logged onto the aging computer in the corner of the room. She’d sold a few more of her necklaces, old-fashioned fragments made from pieces of antique china, and spent the next half hour packaging the orders. The profits were slim, but she’d be able to purchase more supplies and keep going.
Callie’s life was all about keeping going.
She was about to log off the Internet, check on Cherokee once more and indulge herself in a long, hot bath, when she remembered Luke’s reference to the woman in Canada—the one who’d founded a therapeutic riding program. What was her name?
Jeanne Greenberg.
Using Google, she found www.sari.ca, and quickly became immersed in Mrs. Greenberg’s compelling story. Jeanne and her husband, Syd, had had a daughter, Sari. Like Serena, Sari had Down syndrome. The Greenbergs had raised her, with their other children, in a loving household, and horses were very much a part of all their lives. When Sari died suddenly at fifteen, the Greenbergs were of course devastated, but they were determined to help other children like Sari, and other families like their own. They set apart five acres of their farm outside London, Ontario, including the barn, and began a therapeutic riding program.
Callie’s heart beat a little faster as she read and reread the information on the SARI Web site. Riding would mean so much to Serena, and to the other kids in her special-ed class at school. There were so many things they couldn’t do—but here was a way to empower them, bolster their confidence.
Soon, though, Callie’s practical side put on the brakes.
Whoa, it said. It’s one thing to let Serena ride Cherokee, with you right there to supervise, but you know nothing about therapeutic riding. Or starting an organization like SARI. What about insurance? What about the cost of setting up a nonprofit organization? What about training?
Callie sighed. The dream was too big. She had her hands full just keeping her little two-person family going as it was—and now she’d added Cherokee to the mix. Horses ate like—well, horses. They needed veterinary care, exercise, cleaning up after.
She logged off, shut down the computer.
Set aside the dream.
But it kept sneaking back into her mind.
For the second night in a row, Callie didn’t sleep much.
HAPPY DAN’S WAS DOING a brisk late-breakfast business when Callie hurried in the next morning. She and Serena had dressed and eaten early, then gone out to the barn to tend to Cherokee. After that, she’d dropped Serena off at school and rushed to work.
Happy Dan, who owned the place and doubled as head fry cook, didn’t look all that happy. But then he never did. He was big, with a hound-dog face drooping from prominent bones and graying black hair pulled back into a long but thin ponytail. He always wore a ratty T-shirt, sweatpants and running shoes that had seen not just better days, but better decades.
“You’re late,” he snapped.
“Sorry,” Callie said, hastily tying on her apron and then washing her hands at the sink behind the counter out front.
“Leave her alone,” interceded Hal Malvern, the only lawyer in town. He was a good-natured sort, always grumbling that he ought to move to the city, where people sued each other once in a while. His suits were as old as Happy Dan’s running shoes, but he wasn’t poor. He just didn’t see the need to spend a lot of money on fancy clothes when he never actually had to set foot in a real courtroom. He and Judge Wilkins usually settled any case that came up over coffee right there at Happy Dan’s, in a corner booth.
Callie favored Hal with a smile. “What’ll it be?” she asked.
“The usual,” Hal replied.
Callie relayed the order to Happy Dan, then went for the coffeepot. She was refilling cups all along the counter when the bell over the café’s front door jingled and Luke Banner walked in.
For Callie, everything stopped. As far as she knew, Luke hadn’t set foot in Happy Dan’s since his return to Parable. But here he was.
He smiled at her, hung his cowboy hat on a peg by the door, along with a dozen other hats on a dozen other pegs, and approached the counter. Took the empty stool next to Hal’s and reached for a menu—just as if he took his breakfast at Happy Dan’s every morning of his life.
“May I help you?” Callie asked.
“Coffee,” he said. “I’ll get back to you on the rest.”
Happy Dan pounded on the little bell on the pass-through, signaling an order was up.
Callie gave Luke a cup of coffee and rushed to pick up two ham-and-egg platters.
“It’s bad enough I had to take those orders, then cook them,” Happy Dan grumbled. “I hope you don’t expect me to deliver them, too.”
“Oh, lighten up, you old coot,” Hal told him cheerfully.
“I said I was sorry,” Callie told her boss, in an undertone.
“Hustle your bustle, Callie,” Happy Dan retorted.
Callie hustled, all right. By the time she got back to the counter to take Luke’s order, she was breathless.
“What’ll you have?” she asked, pencil and pad at the ready.
“Dinner,” he replied.
“We’re not serving dinner,” Callie said. “Breakfast till eleven-thirty, then we switch over to lunch. Dinner isn’t served until five o’clock, by which time I’ll be out of here.”
Luke smiled. “I wasn’t ordering dinner, Callie,” he told her reasonably. “I was asking you to have dinner with me. Tonight. You and Serena.”
Hal wheeled on his stool and spoke in a booming, trial-of-the-century voice, addressing everybody. “Luke wants to take Callie out to dinner!” he announced. “Sounds like a date to me!”
Everybody in the café cheered—except for Happy Dan, who muttered something, and Callie, who blushed.
“Will you, Callie?” Luke asked, still smiling. “Have dinner with me, I mean?”
It was another beans-and-wieners night, due to budget constraints, and Serena would be delighted at the prospect of an outing. Callie was less enthusiastic, though, mainly because Happy Dan’s was the only public eatery in Parable, and she already spent most of her day there.
“Yes,” she whispered, oddly flustered. “Okay.”
Hal spun around to report her answer to the room. “She said yes!”
Another round of applause erupted.
Luke chuckled, shook his head.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Callie sputtered.
Hal reached across the counter to pat her hand. “Wear something pretty,” he told her, in a stage whisper.
“Pancakes and eggs,” Luke said.
Callie stared at him, confused.
Luke grinned again, tapped the plastic menu with a finger. “Breakfast?” he drawled.
Callie blushed again and turned in the order, then took great care to fill every coffee cup in the room for the second time. She knew Happy Dan wouldn’t fire her—good help was hard to find, especially in a town like Parable, and, anyway, they were friends—but she wanted to keep busy. If she didn’t, she’d have to think about Luke Banner, and why his presence in the café and his perfectly harmless dinner invitation had rattled her so much.
Luke ate while she took and served other orders and rang up tickets at the cash register. Before he left, he said he’d be by her place around six, to look in on the horse. They’d go on to dinner from there.
Callie merely nodded.
At three that afternoon, she was waiting when Serena rushed out of her classroom, eager to go home and feed Cherokee. Several of the other kids in the program followed in her wake, staring at her in awe.
The special-ed teacher, Miss Parker, joined Serena and Callie in the corridor, smiling. “Serena caused quite a stir in class today,” she said. “She wants to bring her horse to school for show-and-tell.”
Callie squeezed her daughter briefly against her side. “It would probably be easier to bring the kids to the horse,” she told Miss Parker.
“That’s a great idea,” Miss Parker replied. “How’s next Friday afternoon? I’m sure we could arrange for the school van to bring us out to your farm.”
Next Friday afternoon? Callie opened her mouth, closed it again.
Serena gave an exuberant bleat of joy. “Next Friday you can all see our horse!” she told the assembled members of her small class.
“Wait,” Callie murmured.
“It’s settled, then,” Miss Parker said.
Serena was jumping up and down, and so were the other kids.
There was simply no way Callie could throw cold water on the plan—it would be like canceling Christmas.
“It’s settled,” Callie agreed, trying not to sound reluctant.
Serena talked all the way home, fidgeted in the car seat while Callie retrieved the mail—all flyers this time, but no bills, thank heaven. Serena bolted from the Blazer the instant Callie shut off the engine in the driveway beside the house, and bounded toward the barn, piping, “Cherokee! Cherokee! We’re home, and my whole class is coming to visit next Friday afternoon!”
At least, that was the gist of what she said. Although Callie knew other people often had difficulty understanding Serena’s speech, Callie herself heard her child’s meaning when she spoke, rather than her actual words, in that weird alchemy of motherhood.
Callie sighed, but Serena’s happiness outweighed her own concerns about cleaning, cookie-baking and taking time off work. Smiling, she followed the little girl.
Cherokee nickered and blew his big horse lips, pleased to see them both.
“You need to walk around a little, buddy,” Callie said, opening the stall door to slip his halter on over his head, then clip the lead rope into place. Once, there had been pastures, but they’d been sold off a long time before, so there was nothing left of the property besides the house, the barn and a half acre of high grass, littered here and there with old tires and scraps of rusted metal.
Callie walked Cherokee slowly around the yard, Serena scampering alongside. When Callie let Serena hold the lead rope for a while, the child calmed and her face shone.
After half an hour or so, Callie returned Cherokee to his stall and showed Serena how much hay to put in his feeder.
“Can I brush him again?” Serena asked, already heading for the milk stool, retrieving it from the corner where Callie had stashed it the night before.
“Sure,” Callie said.
Cherokee munched on hay and switched his tail slowly as Serena groomed him.
“Rodeo queens,” Serena said wisely, “know how to take care of horses.”
Callie smiled. “It’s part of the job,” she agreed.
Standing on the milk stool, the brush in one small hand, Serena looked down at her school dress and pink jacket, now generously decorated with horse hair. “I guess I should have changed my clothes first,” she said.
“You’ll want to do that, anyway,” Callie told her. “We’re going out to supper tonight.”
Serena’s eyes widened with excitement. “We are?” A pause. “Can we bring Cherokee with us?”
Callie laughed. “They don’t allow horses in restaurants, silly-girl,” she said. “Finish up there, so we’ll have plenty of time to get ready.”
Serena nodded and speeded up the brushing process. “Are we going to Happy Dan’s?” she asked.
“Probably,” Callie said. She might not have been all that thrilled about returning to the workplace on her off time, but she was looking forward to seeing Luke.
Serena climbed down off the milk stool, patted Cherokee in companionable farewell and left the stall. Callie followed, bringing the stool along, putting it away again.
“We’re probably going to Happy Dan’s?” Serena pressed. “Don’t you know? Aren’t you driving?”
Callie ruffled her daughter’s hair, chuckled at the question. For all that Serena was only seven and was considered a “special-needs” child by the system, she often talked like an elderly wise woman. “Luke—Dr. Banner—invited us to dinner,” she said. “So I suppose he’s driving.”
“Who’s he?” Serena asked. Serena wanted to know everything—how to surf the Internet, why stars could still shine long after they’d burned out, if a little kid could ever be president of the United States.
“He’s Cherokee’s doctor,” Callie answered. Then, after the briefest of hesitations, added, “And an old friend of mine. Your dad knew him, too.”
They didn’t often talk about Denny; Serena had been a baby when he died, and to her, he was just a man in a picture. His parents lived in another state and weren’t much interested in their granddaughter. “Dr. Banner brought Cherokee here yesterday, in his horse trailer.”
“If he’s your friend, how come you call him ‘Dr. Banner’?”
They’d reached the back door, and Callie opened it and shooed Serena inside. “I just do,” she said.
“No fair,” Serena protested. “That’s like saying, ‘Because I said so, that’s why.’”
Callie grinned. “Forget being a rodeo queen when you grow up,” she joked. “You ought to be a lawyer instead.”
Serena frowned. “I don’t want to be a rodeo queen when I grow up,” she said seriously. “I want to be one now.”
Callie felt a stab of pain, thinking of the Greenbergs’ daughter, Sari. She’d only lived to be fifteen. A lot of Down syndrome kids died young; they were prey to so many health problems. What if Serena didn’t grow up?
“Mom?” Serena peered up at Callie, worried by something in her expression.
“Go and change your clothes,” Callie said gently.
Serena tarried a few moments, then brightened again and dashed off toward her room, shedding her school clothes as she went.
Callie closed the kitchen door and just stood there, one hand to her heart, breathing through the fear that the thought of losing Serena always aroused in her.
Serena reappeared seconds later, wearing only her underpants. “Mom,” she prodded. “Get dressed. You can’t go out to dinner looking like that.”
Callie looked down at her waitress uniform, which was something less than prepossessing even when it was fresh from the clothes dryer, let alone after a full shift at Happy Dan’s and the feeding and grooming of a horse.
Heat pinkened Callie’s cheeks.
She simply didn’t own anything suitable for a—well—a date.
But this wasn’t a date, she reminded herself. It was just supper with an old friend, at a local café. Jeans would do, and a cotton blouse.
“Hurry up, Mom,” Serena said.
“I’m on it,” Callie replied, with a little smile.
She headed for the shower, with a brief pit stop in the bedroom to grab clean clothes. Fifteen minutes later, scrubbed and dressed, she felt—presentable.
“That isn’t what you wear on a date,” Serena said in a tone of kindly disapproval when Callie joined her in the kitchen to pour a cup of cold coffee leftover from breakfast and zap it in the microwave.
“Fresh out of slinky black cocktail dresses,” she answered. She looked perfectly fine in her best jeans and sleeveless top, she assured herself.
Luke arrived at five-thirty but headed for the barn instead of the house.
This was reported by Serena, who stood with her face pressed to the glass of the window to the right of the back door. Callie was online—several new orders had come in for her necklaces, exhausting the supply on hand, and she chided herself for going out to supper when she ought to be stringing more beads.
She considered fixing a meal at home and inviting Luke to join her and Serena, but she knew her daughter would be let down. Serena loved going out—loved going anywhere.
“Does he have a little girl?” Serena asked, catching Callie’s full attention with the tremulous note of hope in her voice.
“No, honey,” Callie said softly, leaving the computer to join Serena at the window. “He doesn’t.” The glass was smudged with nose and handprints. Beyond it, Luke’s late-model, mud-splattered truck gleamed in the sunlight.
The expression on Serena’s round face was heartrending. “Do you think he wants one?”
Callie stroked Serena’s bangs back from her forehead and considered carefully before speaking. “Are you thinking of volunteering for the job?”
Serena’s sudden burst of laughter was a profound relief to Callie. “No, silly-mom,” she said. “I’m your little girl.”
“You sure are,” Callie confirmed, cupping Serena’s face in her hands and planting a noisy kiss on her forehead. “And don’t you forget it.” Looking up, and still a little unsettled, Callie saw Luke coming out of the barn, moving toward the house.
“Here he comes!” Serena cried. “He’s handsome, Mom.”
Luke was handsome, Callie thought, watching his approach. As a boy, he’d been a heartthrob. As a man, he was—more so. And more of everything else, too.
At home in his own skin. Quietly confident. And quite probably the most intelligent man she’d ever known.
Callie swallowed and left the window, intending to open the door.
Serena beat her to it, though, and bounded out onto the small back porch. “Hello!” she shouted. “My name is Serena and I’m seven years old and next Friday my whole class is coming to see our horse!”
Luke stopped in the middle of the yard, took off his hat and grinned. “Howdy, Serena,” he said. “My name is Luke and I’m thirty-two years old and I think your class is going to be real impressed with old Cherokee.”
“Mom says she’s fresh out of slinky black cocktail dresses,” Serena chimed in merry apology. “So she’s just wearing jeans.”
Luke chuckled at that and shifted his gaze from Serena to Callie, now standing behind her daughter, and blushing again. “She looks all right to me,” Luke said. “More than all right, as a matter of fact.”
Callie was foolishly pleased by the remark—and troubled by the way it made her feel inside. She was a positive person, and regularly did six impossible things before breakfast, like any single mother, but making too much of an invitation to supper would be a major mistake. Luke had a thriving veterinary practice, she was a waitress and part-time jewelry maker. Best keep things in perspective.
“How’s Cherokee doing?” she asked.
“He’s fine,” Luke replied.
“Are we going to Happy Dan’s for supper?” Serena asked.
Luke grinned, advancing toward them again. “No,” he said.
“McDonald’s?” Serena queried.
“Nope.” By then, Luke was standing at the base of the porch steps. He put out a hand to Serena, and they shook. “My place. I thought we could have a barbecue on the patio. But if you’d rather go to McDonald’s—”
“No,” Serena interjected quickly. “Do you have a horse?”
Callie laid a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, squeezed lightly.
“Couple dozen of them, actually,” Luke said modestly. “A few dogs, too.”
“Maybe I’d better take my own car,” Callie interjected, watching the interaction between Luke and Serena and pondering the bittersweet feelings it aroused in her. “Just so you won’t have to drive all the way back out here.”
Luke’s gaze was steady as it rose to Callie’s face. “Sure,” he said. “Makes sense.”
Callie nodded, relieved. Serena, on the other hand, was disappointed.
“If this is a date,” the child whispered, loudly enough for the neighbors to hear, never mind Luke, “aren’t you supposed to ride in his car?”
Luke chuckled again, raised his eyebrows a little.
“I’m just being practical,” Callie told Serena. And Luke.
Luke led the way to his place, Callie and Serena following in the Blazer, although Callie could have found the gracious old farm in her sleep. Spacious green pastures with white rail fences bordered the road, and the old-fashioned red barn was like something from a glossy calendar page. Beyond, at the end of a long, curving lane, stood the brick ranch house, modest but substantial.
A yellow Lab appeared, galloping down to the base of the driveway to wait for Luke to open the door of his truck and get out. When he did, the dog greeted him with a series of happy yips, and Luke ruffled the animal’s ears.
Callie parked behind Luke’s truck, shut off the engine.
“Don’t be scared,” she told Serena. “I’m sure the dog is friendly.”
“I’m not scared,” Serena said indignantly, and before Callie could do more than put the gear shift in Park and shut off the engine, the little girl was out of her seat belt and on her way to join Luke and the Lab.
Callie hurried after her daughter. “Serena—”
“Serena,” Luke said, “meet Bodine. Bodine, Serena.”
“Bodine?” Callie echoed.
“Bodine Martin,” Luke confirmed with a half smile. “She looks more like a ‘Betsy’ to me, but she answers to Bodine, so that’s what I call her.”
Bodine sat on her haunches, looked adoringly into Serena’s delighted face and licked her cheek.
“Bodine!” Serena whooped. “Bodine Martin!”
Luke chuckled again.
“She likes to repeat things,” Callie explained.
“Most kids do,” Luke said.
“Have you—have you heard from the Martins?” Callie asked. They’d abandoned Bodine, and Cherokee, too, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be back.
“No,” Luke answered. “It’s not likely that I will.” He turned to Serena, who was fully occupied with the dog. “How about a tour of the barn before we eat?”
Serena was enthusiastic.
Callie had always admired the Banner ranch—unlike her own place, it exuded sunny grace. The house and barn and other outbuildings, though old, were well maintained, and the fields where oceans of wheat had flourished in Luke’s grandfather’s time were grassy pastures now.
As Luke, Callie, Serena and Bodine approached the barn, a teenage girl in jeans and a flattering pink T-shirt came through the doors, dusting her hands together.
“Finished for the day, Dr. Banner,” she told Luke, after sparing friendly smiles for Callie and Serena and patting Bodine on top of the head. “Unless you want me to do some filing in the office or something.”
No introductions were necessary—Kristen Young had lived in Parable all her life, and the previous summer, she’d washed dishes and bussed tables at Happy Dan’s. Pretty and intelligent, Kristen was an animal lover and an accomplished horsewoman. In fact, she was already considered a front-runner for that year’s rodeo queen title.
“You can go,” Luke told the girl. “Thanks, Kris.”
Serena stared at Kristen with a fascination heretofore reserved for the dog—or Luke. She and Kristen had gotten to know each other at Happy Dan’s, since Serena spent most of her time there with Callie when school was out.
Kristen favored the child with another smile, warm and genuine. Some people, especially younger ones, were uncomfortable around Serena, but that had never been the case with Kristen. “How’s it going, kiddo?” she asked.
“We’ve got a horse now,” Serena confided. “Next Friday afternoon, my whole entire class is coming to our house to see him.”
“Wow,” Kristen said. “The whole bunch, huh?”
Serena nodded solemnly.
“Awesome,” Kristen said. Her sea-blue gaze turned to Callie. “If you need a baby-sitter or anything, I’m available. This whole rodeo-queen thing is costing me a bundle.”
“It costs money to be a rodeo queen?” Serena asked, wide-eyed.
“A fortune,” Kristen replied.
“Oh,” Serena said, looking a little deflated.
“I might need a sitter once in a while,” Callie said, mostly to change the subject. When she had to work outside school hours, she took Serena to Happy Dan’s with her. “I’ll call you.”
“Great!” Kristen said. Then she ruffled Serena’s hair, said goodbye to Luke and Callie, and headed for her old car, parked next to the barn.
“It costs money to be a rodeo queen?” Serena repeated, looking up at Callie with her heart in her eyes.
“Yes,” Callie said gently.
Serena bit her lower lip and looked down at the ground.
At a loss, Callie simply laid a hand on the child’s shoulder.
A short silence followed. Bodine nudged Serena with her muzzle, making her giggle, then started through the barn door and doubled back.
“I think she wants to show you her puppies, Serena,” Luke said. “They’re just inside the barn door, to the right.”
Serena perked right up at the mention of puppies.
Callie, watching Luke’s face, felt a mingling of gratitude and good-natured annoyance. Bodine’s babies were still too young to be weaned, but the time would come when they needed good homes, and Callie knew he was hoping she and Serena would adopt one.
Serena squealed with delight when she saw the small yellow bundles of fur gamboling in an old playpen, mostly ears and paws, their eyes barely open.
“How come they’re in jail?” Serena asked Luke. “Did they do something bad?”
Luke grinned and lowered one of the rails on the side of the playpen, so Bodine could get in. Immediately, she lay down and the puppies nestled close to nurse.
“They’re not in jail, honey,” Luke said quietly, crouching in front of Serena to look directly into her eyes. “But they’re little, and apt to wander off and get themselves in trouble. This way, Bodine can keep them all rounded up in one place.”
“Can I touch them?” Serena asked.
“Sure,” Luke answered.
Serena’s whole countenance glowed with wonder as she reached through the bars of the playpen and gently stroked one of the puppies, then another.
Callie watched, stricken with love for her child. In that moment, she yearned to make the world safe for Serena, to make it kind and just and pure.
All the things she knew it wasn’t.
She was a little startled when Luke’s hand came to rest on her shoulder. Their gazes met.
“She’ll be fine,” Luke said.
Callie tried to smile. “Did you learn to read minds while you were away from home?” she asked.
“No,” Luke said. “Just eyes. And yours have always been pretty expressive.” He paused. “It’s good to be back, Callie. It’s really good to be back.”
Serena, fully engaged with Bodine and the puppies, let out a joyous giggle. “Back,” she echoed. “Back, back, back.” Then she turned her head and looked up at Callie, then Luke. “Back where?” she asked.
Luke didn’t look away from Callie’s face. “Home,” he answered.


CHAPTER

THREE

Saturday was a busy blur, spent doing housework and laundry and filling jewelry orders, with Serena’s help.
Sunday morning at work, Hal and all the other regulars wanted a report on Callie’s Friday night “date” with Luke. Protesting that it hadn’t been a date, just a very pleasant evening with a good friend, proved fruitless right away, so she gave up and stayed busy serving breakfast specials.
After the puppy fest and the tour of the barn, during which Serena had insisted on being personally introduced to every horse, in every stall, the three of them had gone up to the house. Luke had washed up at the kitchen sink, while Serena and Callie did the same in a nearby powder room, and then they’d shared an ordinary, delicious supper on the backyard patio.
Serena had been particularly taken with one of Luke’s horses, a little spotted Shetland pony named Mahjong. She’d begged for a ride all through supper, and after being assured the animal was gentle, Callie gave her permission.
Once the remains of their supper had been cleared away, they’d all gone back to the barn, and Luke had led Mahjong out of his stall, along the breezeway and into a grassy area nearby.
He’d set Serena carefully on Mahjong’s back.
Seeing the expression on her daughter’s face, Callie had let out her breath. Serena had been luminous, transported. She hadn’t even ridden the pony, really, just sat there on its sturdy back, clinging to its mane with both hands and beaming. And she’d talked nonstop about the experience, too, all the way home from Luke’s, all through her bath, even in her prayers.
When the little girl finally dropped off to sleep, happily exhausted, Callie went out to check on Cherokee, making sure he had hay and water, and then just keeping company with him for a while. Finally, she returned to the house.
She’d spent the rest of the evening online, searching for a riding program like the one the Greenbergs had started, in memory of their daughter. There were several—but all of them were too far from Parable for Serena to participate on a regular basis.
“What’s on your mind, Callie?” a gentle male voice asked, interrupting her thoughts.
Callie realized she’d been woolgathering and brought herself back to the here-and-now—the breakfast/lunch shift at Happy Dan’s Café. Hal was smiling at her from his usual stool at the corner.
Business was a little slow that morning, because it was Sunday, and the rush wouldn’t start until after the various church services around town let out at noon. Callie had already wiped down all the tables, refilled all the napkin holders and the salt and pepper shakers, taken and served the orders from the few customers.
“How hard is it to start a nonprofit organization, Hal?” Callie asked, refilling his coffee cup.
“Hard enough,” Hal said. “Why?”
She told him about the Greenbergs, and Cherokee, and how happy Serena had been, “riding” Mahjong at Luke’s the night before.
“First thing you’ve gotta do,” Happy Dan put in, setting a large, empty jar on the counter, next to the cash register, “is raise money. A program like that costs a pile to start.”
Callie sighed.
Happy Dan scribbled something on the back of a page torn from Callie’s order pad and rummaged behind the counter until he came up with a roll of tape.
“What you need,” Hal said to Callie, “is a free lawyer.”
“Now, where would she find one of those?” Happy Dan asked, giving one of his rare smiles. He’d clearly been eavesdropping, but he was so eager to help that Callie couldn’t fault him for it.
Hal straightened the lapels of his outdated suit, fiddled with the knot in his too-wide tie. “Right here,” he said.
Happy Dan taped the piece of paper to the jar.
Callie squinted and read what he’d written.
Give. So Kids Like Serena Can Ride Horses.
Her throat tightened. Her boss could be brusque, but deep down, he was kind, always eager to help where possible.
There were only two customers in the café at the moment, besides Hal—a pair of truck drivers passing through. They paid their checks, and each of them dropped a five dollar bill into the jar.
“See?” Dan said when they’d gone. “You’ve already got ten bucks.”
“My problems are solved,” Callie joked.
“Where’s Serena this morning?” Hal asked.
“Luke came by the house early, with Kristen, and asked if Serena could help out at the clinic for a little while.”
Hal and Happy Dan both looked surprised. Callie was still a little surprised herself, actually. Not by Luke’s invitation, but by her own willingness to let Serena out of her sight that long.
Happy Dan gave a low whistle of exclamation. “I never thought I’d see the day,” he marveled.
“What day?” Callie asked, bristling a little.
“The day when you’d let that kid be a kid,” Dan replied. “Most of the time, you act like she’s made out of eggshells or something.”
“They’ll be back here by lunchtime,” Callie said, peevish.
“Don’t get all bent out of shape,” Dan said. “Luke wouldn’t let anything happen to Serena, and neither would Kristen. It’s about time you trusted somebody, that’s all I’m saying.”
Hal cleared his throat loudly, plopped his briefcase onto the counter and opened it, taking out a yellow legal pad and a pen. “Let’s get rolling with this riding program,” he said.
Happy Dan wasn’t through pontificating. He shook a finger under Callie’s nose. “It’s about time for another thing, too,” he went on. “You’re a young woman, Callie. You need a life.”
“I have a life. I have Serena.”
“For yourself.”
Hal cleared his throat again. “The riding program?” he prompted diplomatically. “By my estimate, we’ve got about half an hour before the Baptists and the Episcopalians get out, and the Catholics won’t be far behind them. The whole bunch will be hungry as bears, and pretty cranky, too, especially if the sermons run long. So why don’t we get started?”
“You’ve gotta have insurance,” Happy Dan said.
“We’ll start small,” Hal decided, and scribbled something on the legal pad.
Callie blinked.
“Volunteers, too,” Dan added. “People who know something about kids with special needs—and horses.”
Callie blew, and her bangs bounced off her forehead. “Look, maybe this is getting out of hand. I just wanted—”
“Things like this have got to start somewhere,” Hal said. “Might as well be right here.”
By the time the first Baptists trickled in, Callie was knee-deep in a dream she’d never even considered before Luke told her about Jeanne Greenberg and SARI.
The brunch rush was in full swing when Luke came in with Serena and Kristen. He spotted the jar on the counter right away and tossed Callie a quizzical grin. Serena and Kristen took the last empty booth.
“I fed three horses, Mom,” Serena informed Callie, when she approached the table where the girls were sitting. “I wanted to ride Mahjong again, but Luke said I couldn’t unless I had your permission.”
Callie glanced in Luke’s direction, saw him drop a bill into the jar Happy Dan had set out earlier. People had been generous all morning, even without fully understanding the cryptic pitch taped to the glass. The jar was a third full already.
With a smile for her daughter, Callie said, “You must be hungry after working that hard.”
Serena nodded importantly.
Kristen grinned up at Callie. “She’s a great kid.”
“She sure is,” Callie agreed. “Now, what’ll it be? Today, breakfast is on the house.”
“I heard that,” Happy Dan grumbled from the other side of the pass-through. But then he grinned. “Good thing I’m such a bighearted guy.”
“Waffles, please,” Serena said. “With lots of syrup.”
“Waffles,” Callie repeated, pretending to write the order on her pad. “With fresh strawberries.”
“If you’re going to be a rodeo queen,” Kristen told Serena, “you’ve got to lay off the sugar, and go easy on fat, too.”
“Why?” Serena asked reasonably.
Luke chuckled, shook his head. “Good question,” he said.
Kristen’s smile was blinding. She was a beautiful girl, and would probably make a wonderful rodeo queen. “Because you don’t want to squash the horse, for one thing,” she said.
Callie bit back a chuckle.
Serena pondered for a moment. “Okay,” she said brightly. “Strawberries instead of syrup.”
“Why didn’t I think of that?” Callie asked. “Kristen? What about you?”
“The same thing Serena’s having, please,” the girl answered. “And coffee.”
Turning to put in the orders and pour a glass of milk for Serena and coffee for Kristen, Callie nearly collided with Luke. His proximity made her heart flutter a little.
“I suppose you want breakfast, too?” she asked. Considering the hour, he might have opted for lunch.
Luke arched an eyebrow. “That was the general idea,” he said. “This being a café and all—”
Callie blushed. She hadn’t meant to sound abrupt—it was just that Luke made her nervous in a not entirely pleasant sort of way. Momentarily unable to speak, she lifted the pad and tried to look attentive.
Luke chuckled, apparently amused by her discomfort. “Waffles,” he said. “With a side of crisp bacon and some coffee.”
Callie hurried away.
She brought the two cups of coffee first, then Serena’s milk.
Luke was seated beside Serena, and she was wearing his hat, giggling because it covered most of her face.
Except for Happy Dan, Serena’s contact with adult males was limited. Watching her with Luke, Callie ached. Every little girl longed for a daddy, and Serena was no exception. Callie tried to be both mother and father to the child, but there were times when she had to admit defeat, at least to herself, and this was one of them.
Callie was too busy to contemplate her shortcomings for very long, though. There was simply too much to do, since the place was filled with hungry churchgoers, and by the time she’d served everybody, Luke, Kristen and Serena had finished their waffles.
Callie watched, while pretending not to, as Luke reclaimed his hat, kissed Serena on top of the head, said goodbye and left, pausing briefly at the counter to speak to Hal, who was still bent over his legal pad, writing industriously. Kristen lingered a few minutes, chatting earnestly with Serena, then she vanished, too.
Serena looked very small and forlorn, sitting alone in that booth, her body language wistful as she stared out the window.
“Hey, kiddo,” Callie said, squeezing in beside Serena. On Sundays, she only worked a half day, since Happy Dan liked to close early.
“Hey,” Serena responded on cue, turning to look up at Callie and offer a brave smile.
“You’ve had a busy morning.”
Serena nodded. “So have you.”
“Ready to go home and see Cherokee?”
Serena brightened, nodded again.
“We have to stop for a few groceries on the way,” Callie said, thinking aloud.
“Do your feet hurt?” Serena asked seriously.
Callie often complained of sore feet after a shift at Happy Dan’s. Looking at Serena now, she felt guilty for ever complaining about anything. “I feel fine,” she said, smiling and leaning to kiss her daughter’s forehead.
With that, Callie transferred her tips from her apron pocket to her purse, tossed the apron into the laundry basket in the back room behind the kitchen, and said goodbye to Dan and Hal.
Dan gestured toward the money in the jar on the counter. “Aren’t you taking this with you?”
“Put it in the safe,” Callie answered.
“Soon as I’ve drawn up the papers,” Hal put in, “we can open a proper bank account.”
“Don’t you at least want to count it?” Dan pressed.
“I trust you,” Callie said, after shaking her head. She was in the café doorway by then, and Serena was tugging impatiently at her hand.
After shopping for groceries, Callie and Serena went straight home.
And found the Carson brothers, Walt and Pete, unloading a truck-load of lumber next to the barn.
“There must be some mistake,” Callie began, jumping out of the Blazer. “I didn’t order any lumber.”
She’d known both Walt and Pete since kindergarten—they ran a small construction company part-time and worked the night shift at the mill. Watching her approach, Walt smiled.
“Luke Banner did,” he said.
“Why?” Callie countered.
Serena, anxious to look in on Cherokee, dashed past the three grown-ups and into the barn.
Pete pushed back his billed cap and scratched his head. “He said your barn needed work.” Pausing, Pete assessed the structure. “He was sure enough right about that.”
“Wait one second,” Callie protested. “I can’t afford—”
“Luke said to put it on his bill,” Walt said.
“He’s going to help us with the work, too,” Pete added helpfully.
“But—”
“We’d better get this lumber unloaded,” Walt went on.
Confounded, Callie checked on Serena and Cherokee first, then went into the house, looked up Luke’s number and called him.
“Dr. Banner,” he said.
“Luke,” Callie said, “Pete and Walt Carson are outside, unloading lumber. They told me—”
“I meant to bring this up at the café,” Luke said, when Callie fell silent, “but you were pretty busy.”
Callie was fairly strangling on her pride. “I don’t need charity, Luke,” she whispered, although Serena was in the barn and there was no one to hear. “I know the place is run-down, and I’m grateful for your help with Cherokee, but—”
“Callie.”
“What?”
“This isn’t charity—it’s more like a bribe. You’ve got three extra stalls over there, and I’m in a temporary overflow situation here. Frankly, I’m hoping you’ll take Mahjong and a couple of the others until I’ve got a few more stalls open and sort of—well—foster them. I’ll provide the hay and anything else they need, of course. Kristen can stop by and help with the grooming and exercise.”
Callie’s eyes burned. Luke was being so generous. Why was she having such a hard time allowing that? “Well, you don’t have to rebuild the barn, for heaven’s sake,” she protested, blinking hard and doing her best to maintain her dignity.
“Don’t I?” Luke asked practically. “First high wind, it’s going to come down. And then there’s winter. It’s a miracle it hasn’t already collapsed.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Lots of reasons, Callie. Because I can. Because it’s right. And—” Here, Luke stopped and cleared his throat. “And because one summer I took a girl to a dance and kissed her and I’ve never forgotten how it felt.”
Callie didn’t know what to say to that. She remembered the kiss, too; the light warmth of it still tingled on her lips. “We shouldn’t have,” she said. “Denny—”
“Denny’s gone, Callie. And he’d want you and Serena to be happy. It’s too soon to say any more, so I’m going to leave it at that. Consider it food for thought, though.”
Callie began to cry, silently and for so many reasons she couldn’t have listed them all. “Luke—”
“What?”
She drew a deep, quavering breath and let it out slowly. “Thank you.”
There was a smile in his voice. “You’re welcome,” he said. “I have to take another call, so I’d better let you go.”
“Goodbye,” Callie said, long after Luke had hung up.
She was still standing there in the kitchen, holding the telephone receiver in one hand, when Serena burst through the back door.
“Mom? Are we going to carry the groceries in?”
Callie had forgotten the groceries. “Yes,” she said, but she still didn’t move.
“Walt and Pete said they’d help, if you want them to.”
Callie was about to say, We’ll do it ourselves, when she stopped. It was a fine thing to be independent, but everybody needed a hand sometimes, and she wanted Serena to be able to receive help as graciously as she gave it. “Sure,” she said instead. “That’s nice of them.”
Serena’s eyes shone with joy. “And we’re getting a new barn!”
And so it was that Walt and Pete carried in all the grocery bags and stayed for a late lunch of bologna sandwiches, pork and beans and cookies.
After they’d gone, Callie cleared the kitchen table, got out her beads and tools and some old pieces of painted china she’d purchased at garage and estate sales and on eBay.
Making jewelry always soothed her nerves.
Serena, meanwhile, helped by sorting beads into color groups and arranging them in necklace shapes on Callie’s bead-board. She had a knack for design, even at the tender age of seven.
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” Callie asked, going through various small bits of china, which she’d already trimmed with special snippers. She finally selected an old-fashioned portrait of an Indian maiden rowing a canoe and smiled at her daughter. “Besides a rodeo queen.”
“Could I be a mommy?”
Callie’s heart squeezed. Despite her limitations, Serena could look forward to a fairly normal life, but motherhood might not be an option.
“Well,” Callie said carefully, “you’d need a husband first.”
“You’re my mommy,” Serena reasoned, “and you don’t have a husband.”
For some reason, Callie thought of Luke at that moment, not Denny. And she heard Luke’s voice in her mind, too. Because one summer I took a girl to a dance and kissed her and I’ve never forgotten how it felt.
“I did have, though. Your dad.”
Serena frowned, thinking hard. “Kristen’s friend Denise had a baby last month, and she doesn’t have a husband.”
Callie sighed. “Okay, it’s best to have a husband.”
“Maybe you should get another one. Then I’d have a dad.”
Oh, Lord, Callie thought. How did we get from what-do-you-want-to-be-when-you-grow-up to this? “It’s not quite that easy,” she said.
Serena beamed, inspired. “You could marry Luke!”
“Hold it,” Callie said, setting down the china piece.
“But he’s nice!”
“Yes,” Callie agreed. “Luke is very nice. He’s a good friend. But that’s as far as it goes.”
Serena sagged a little. “Oh.”
Callie leaned in her chair and planted a noisy kiss on the top of Serena’s head. “We’ve always done just fine on our own, haven’t we?”
Serena nodded, but she looked patently unconvinced. “I’m the only kid in my class who doesn’t have a dad,” she reminded Callie quietly.
Callie hugged her. “You do have a dad, Serena. His name was Denny Dorset, and he loved you very much.”
“He’s in heaven, though,” Serena said. “And that’s far. Can’t he come and visit us or something?”
Callie could barely speak. “We’ve been over that before, sweetie,” she replied, once she could trust her voice. “Heaven isn’t far—it just seems that way. I know it’s hard not being able to see your dad, but I’m sure he watches over us, always.”
“But he can’t visit. That’s against the rules, right?”
Callie swallowed painfully. “Right,” she said.
“It’s a bad rule,” Serena insisted.
“Nothing about heaven is bad, Serena. You know that. It’s just that there are a lot of things we don’t understand.”
Serena sighed, fiddled with the array of green beads she was arranging on what she called the necklace board. Callie considered the design and laid the bit of china at the base, to see how it would look.
“Gorgeous,” she said. “Maybe you’ll grow up to be a jewelry designer.”
Serena’s attempt at a smile was heartrending. “Tell me a story, Mom,” she said softly, touching the Indian maiden with the tip of one finger. “Tell me about this girl in a boat. Where is she going? What’s her name?”
Relieved, but still choked up, Callie considered the china maiden. “Her name is—Tiger Lily,” she said, winging it. Fortunately, she’d had a lot of practice at that. “She’s on her way to the trading post.”
“What’s a trading post?”
“A store.”
“Like Wal-Mart?”
Callie chuckled and, since Serena was absorbed in Tiger Lily and not looking directly at her, took the opportunity to dry her eyes with the back of one hand. “Sort of.”
“What’s she going to buy there?”
Callie drew a deep breath, let it out. Straightened her shoulders. “She’s been making lovely necklaces with her mom. And she’s taking them to the trading post to sell.”
“Does she go to school?”
“Of course she does. School is very important. And Tiger Lily wants to have a good job when she grows up.”
Serena frowned, studying the nubile Tiger Lily, with her buckskin dress and long, flowing hair. “She looks pretty grown up already.”
“Okay,” Callie agreed. “She’s already grown up. But she’s not very old, because she still lives with her mother.”
“Where?”
“In a village.”
“Does she have a horse, like Cherokee?”
“Absolutely.”
Serena smiled, and her eyes were full of earnest hope when she lifted her gaze to Callie’s face. “Does she have Down syndrome, like me?”
Oh, God, Callie thought. “Yes,” she said. “I think she does.”
“Do you think she has a dad?”
“No,” Callie said, still improvising. “She did once, of course, but he had to go to heaven. So now it’s just Tiger Lily and her mom—Dancing Feather. But they’re very happy together. They have lots of friends in their village, and they make beautiful necklaces to sell at the trading post.”
“Not on eBay?”
Callie laughed. “Not on eBay,” she said.
“Tiger Lily should get a computer,” Serena decided. “Then she could sell her necklaces on the Internet.”
“She really should,” Callie agreed. “She should get a computer.”
Serena’s smile brightened. “Okay, she has a computer,” she said, taking up the threads of the story Callie had invented. This was part of the story game. “And she’s really happy. Tiger Lily, I mean. She’s happy because her mom is going to get married again, and then she’ll have a dad, like everybody else in her class.”
“I see,” said Callie—and she did, only too well. “Don’t you have some homework to do?”
That night, after supper and Serena’s bath and the story, Callie tucked her in and kissed her.
“Good night, Dancing Feather,” Serena said.
Callie smiled. “Good night, Tiger Lily,” she replied.
And she didn’t cry until she was out in the hallway, where Serena couldn’t see.
Back in the kitchen, she strung the beads Serena had chosen, carefully set the china image in silver and attached a bale. The piece was exquisite, and it would bring a high price—if she’d been willing to sell it.
She knew she couldn’t part with Tiger Lily, though. Not after the story she and Serena had spun around her.
Callie set the necklace aside, methodically put away all her tools, the beads and the design board. Then, reaching for her jean jacket, she ducked outside under the spring stars spattered across the sky.
She sat down on the back step, where she and Denny had had so many long, heartfelt talks. Where they’d tried to count the stars, and even laid claim to a few of them. From the barn, Cherokee nickered companionably, perhaps sensing her presence.
Callie wrapped her arms around her knees and sat with her spine straight and her chin high, biting her lower lip. “It’s lonely without you, Den,” she said very softly.
There was, of course, no answer besides a soft breeze whispering through the leaves of the maple tree nearby. She and Denny had planted that tree together, soon after they’d learned that Callie was expecting Serena. It had been a spindly seedling in those days, but now it was tall and sturdy, with branches that sheltered birds and provided shade in the heat of an eastern Washington summer.
“As soon as our baby’s big enough, I’ll hang a tire swing from the strongest bough,” Denny had said, full of dreams as always.
Callie smiled at the memory and, at the same time, blinked back tears. They’d had so many dreams, she and Denny, and most of them hadn’t come true.
They’d sat on this step and wept together after the doctors had told them their child would suffer from Down syndrome. They’d clasped hands, and Callie had rested her head against the side of Denny’s shoulder, each of them leaning on the other.
Now, as always, there were many things Callie wished she could say to Denny—that she was doing the best she could, but sometimes her best just didn’t seem good enough. That for all the satisfaction and joy of parenthood, it was hard raising a child alone.
There were times when she was terrified.
Times when she was furious—with God, with fate, with Denny for leaving her and Serena when they needed him so much.
Times, like tonight, when all she could do was find a private place to cry.
She looked up, her vision blurred, and searched until she found Denny’s favorite star—the one he’d given her as a wedding present. At Christmas, it seemed to perch on the ridgepole of the barn, but now, in spring, it gleamed slightly to the west, a little higher in the sky.
“Luke’s back,” she told the star. And Denny. “Cherokee, too.”
The maple tree rustled its leaves.
The night was chilly, and Callie huddled in her jean jacket.
The star seemed to flicker and wink.
“Did you see Serena yesterday, Denny? Did you see how happy she was, sitting there on Mahjong’s back? She loves riding—just like you and I used to.”
She felt Denny’s responding smile in her heart.
He’d seen, all right.
“I loved you so much, Den,” Callie said. “And I always will. You know that, don’t you?”
He knew, all right.
Callie rose shakily to her feet. “I think I accidentally started a nonprofit organization,” she went on, smiling a little through her tears. “I barely thought of it, and things started happening, like magic. People contributing money. Hal jumping in to do the legal work. We’re even getting a new barn.” She paused, searching the sky. “You’ll help me watch over our little girl, won’t you? Because I can’t do it on my own, not all the time, anyway.”
He would.
Callie knew he would.
Heaven, just as she’d told Serena earlier, wasn’t really all that far away. Sometimes, the distance could be covered in a single beat of the heart.
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