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~*~*~*~*~*~

Cassidy Granger couldn’t believe she had finally made it back home for the summer. She dumped her two suitcases at the entrance of her parents’ country home. It was quiet, so she hollered out a hello to see if anyone was around. Her mother answered, running out from the kitchen. They shared a long embrace, and her mom invited her into the kitchen.

“We have a lot to catch up on, honey,” Mom said, running her hand through her daughter’s long blonde hair.

“I can’t wait, Mom. But do you mind if I get a little fresh air first?”  

Cassidy promised she would fill her in as soon as she got some time outside. Reunions could wait, as far as she was concerned. The great outdoors could not.

She grabbed her straw cowboy hat, strapped on her guitar in case she felt inspired, and rushed out to the barn where they kept the horses. She saddled up Grace, her favorite childhood mare, and once they was outside under the hot Arizona sun, she mounted Grace and rode off. This was what she had been waiting for at the end of each grueling school year. And now that she had finally made it out of college and into medical school, she could breathe at last. This summer would consist of horseback riding, catching up on steamy romance novels, and strumming on her guitar. There would be no studying for college exams, no assignments, no nerve-wracking MCAT tests, and never another medical school application form to fill out. 

She had been accepted into the University of Arizona College of Medicine. The campus was just a thirty-minute ride from the ranch, so she could move back home, and return to a life in the country. Mom needed her close too, now more than ever. Cassidy’s father had died after New Year’s Days that same year. In many ways, they were still grieving. Thankfully, their cattle ranch was now capably run by her late father’s most loyal lifelong friend, neighbor and longstanding cowboy billionaire, Mr. Grady. Financially, they didn’t have to worry too much. Still, her mom would never be able to manage their home and barn full of horses on her own. 

Dad used to say Mom was strong on the inside but tender on the outside. And it was true in her physical traits, personality, and her management of the home and ranch. With her almost albino skin, pale blue eyes and the lightest strawberry blonde hair Cassidy had ever seen, her Mom couldn’t be outside for more than five minutes without burning up. Cassidy was also pale, but had some of her dad’s hardiness running through her veins. She had built up a tolerance, spending most of her time outside in her childhood and teenage years.

It was no surprise that Cassidy had quickly grown tired of city life back at University of California, San Diego. Looking back, though, it was something she needed to get out of her system. Like so many kids who grew up in the country, going off to college in the city had seemed so glamorous to her—until she actually had to live there and experience it first-hand. San Diego had been breathtaking, but with tiny dorms, a bustling campus and a crowded city around her, the place never really felt like home.

She was glad to be back. And riding Grace was just like old times. Soon Cassidy picked up the pace, racing across their expansive family ranch, exhilarated by the open space, sprawling countryside, and the warm air blowing through her long blonde hair. It was a good thing she had brought her hat along. It would take a few weeks for her light skin to grow used to the scorching sun out here again.

The first few miles on Grace had been so enjoyable.
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