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Chapter One
“Mom, I’ll be back in a little while. I need to run to the pet store
and pick up some items for Jasmine,” Kassi said.
“Sure, go ahead, just be careful. On your way back, stop at
Granny’s so I won’t have to go out,” Alexandria replied.
Kassi thought about her life as she drove to town. She had
always imagined herself married with children by now.
Nevertheless, here she was, twenty-five-years old last month, and
still living at home. She didn’t mind being at home, but she wished
God would send her the one who was meant for her. She also didn’t
mind stopping at her Granny’s house. Mrs. Garner was seventy-five
and blind, with diabetes. Kassi or her mom would visit in the
afternoons, to make sure she ate and to check her blood sugar. Kassi
was also a nurse at the local hospital. She knew her life was full of
good things, but she just wasn’t satisfied. She wanted the kind of
love and romance that could take your breath away.
Once inside the pet store, Kassi picked up the supplies, and then
meandered down the book aisle. She was intently reading a book on
how to care for horses, when she was suddenly shoved so hard
from behind that she dropped her book.
“Excuse me, Ma’am. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you over this pile of
feed. Here, let me help you pick that up,” a man with a very
masculine voice said.
They both bent down at the same time. When their hands
touched, Kassi withdrew hers quickly.
“Pardon me again, Ma’am. Since I’ve interrupted your reading,
I’ll introduce myself. I’m Landin Montgomery.”
“Hi, I’m Kassi. That’s short for Kassandra Watkins.”
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“I see you’re interested in horses. Do you own any?”
“No, but I dream of owning a horse ranch someday. I’m trying to
decide which book I should buy, so I can teach myself how to care
for horses. This one seems good, but I just started reading it . . .”
“Before I almost knocked you over with this load of feed?”
Kassi smiled. “Let me guess, a really hungry dog?”
“No, it’s actually very hungry horses,” Landin said laughing. “I
have a few boarded at the place I work. Maybe I could show you
around some time and teach you the ropes. I can give you some
hands-on experience, which is better than what this book can teach
you. First lesson, they eat a lot.”
Kassi took this time to notice Landin. He looked about Kassi’s
age, maybe a year or so older, with rich chocolate brown hair and
sparking blue eyes that danced as he laughed. He was about a foot
taller than her, putting him at about six feet tall. His hair was short
and fell over to one side. He had broad shoulders that looked like
they could support just about anything. Suddenly, it was quiet, and
Kassi was caught staring at him. She blushed a deep shade of pink.
Landin just smiled.
“It’s been nice talking to you, but theses horses are getting
hungrier by the minute, so I need to be off. But maybe we’ll meet
next time, instead of bump into each other. Let me know if you want
to come to the ranch,” Landin said, extending his hand to Kassi. She
shook his hand and noticed how warm it felt. Kassi said goodbye,
purchased her items, and left the store, still in a daze.
***
Once she was back home, she told her mom what happened at
the pet store.
“Well, maybe you’ll meet again and get a chance to learn about
his horses. It sounds like he might be a nice friend to have,” Kassi’s
mom said.
“If it’s meant to be, then we will meet again.”
***
Several weeks later, Kassi and her mom where in a grocery
6

Love's Destiny

store near Hampstead, NC. Kassi would go to her Aunt Myra’s house
in Hampstead and help her on the weekends.
“Kassi, bread’s the last thing on the list, then we can go to Myra’s
house.” Suddenly, Kassi spotted a familiar face. She stood behind
her mom and hoped that he didn’t see her. She was still
embarrassed that he had noticed her staring at him. Kassi and
Alexandria walked past him. She thought she was clear, when he
stopped and said hello.
“Kassi, right?” said that now-familiar voice. “I haven’t seen you
here before. Do you live in this area?”
“Hey, Landin. No, I don’t, well, sort of. My Aunt Myra lives here,
and I visited a lot growing up. So I guess you could call this area my
second home.”
Cough
“Oh! Landin, this is my mom, Alexandria Watkins. Mom, this is
Landin Montgomery. We met at the pet store a few weeks ago.”
“Hello, Ma’am, it’s nice to meet you,” Landin said, extending his
hand.
“Hello, Landin, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Kassi mentioned you.
It’s nice to meet a man with manners this day and age. It seems your
mother taught you well.”
“Yes she did, Ma’am. But if you’ll pardon me, I need to be saying
goodbye. I have plenty of chores that need to get done. Pleasure
seeing you again, Kassi. Ma’am.” Landin nodded and left. Kassi drew
in a big breath and sighed. She had been nervous the entire time.
“Well, he is as cute as you said he was and he has great
manners. You need to keep bumping into him. Maybe invite him to
church one Sunday.”
“We’ll see what happens.”
***
The next morning, Kassi got ready for church. Whenever she
stayed at Myra’s house, she drove everyone to church. They got
there a little early, so Kassi started talking to some friends. When
the sermon was about to start, her mom came in and sat with her.
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After the sermon, Kassi got an apple and fed the horse behind the
church. She had been doing this for some time now. The owner was
happy to let the church members spoil his horse. And Kassi did so
every chance she could. She thought maybe she should have taken
Landin up on his offer, to see where he works. Oh well, life is full of
should-haves and what-ifs. Kassi finished feeding and petting the
horse and headed back to her aunt’s house.
A few days passed, and Kassi needed to go back to the pet store
for more cat food. She went down the book aisle again. And as if God
had planned it, Landin came by with a huge cart of feed. This time,
however, Kassi stepped quickly to the side.
“Well, at least I didn’t literally bump into you this time,” Landin
said. “Nice to see you again, Kassi. It seems we’re always meeting in
stores. Still looking at books? Why don’t you give me your number
and when I have time, I’ll call you and show you around the ranch,
let you get some hands-on training?”
Kassi thought about it for a moment and decided she would.
Maybe God was trying to help her out. They talked a few minutes
more, and then departed. The entire ride home, all Kassi could think
about was that she gave her number to a stranger.
God, I trust You to help me and show me Your will in this
situation. Amen.
Kassi told her mom about bumping into Landin again. “Well,
that’s nice, but you just be careful. We don’t know this guy very
well.” “I know, Mom, and I will be. I doubt that he will even call,
anyway,” Kassi said as she fed Jasmine.
***
After a month or so, Kassi figured Landin wasn’t going to call.
Who knows, he probably tossed the number as soon as he got home,
or maybe he lost it. That’s all right, I’ll learn about horses one way or
another.
***
Spring had arrived, and it felt like a good time to start reading.
Therefore, Kassi went back to the pet store and finally bought the
book on the basics of horses. While studying the book, she told her
mom that it was difficult.
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“This is harder than I thought—this horse raising and riding. It
looks easy in the movies.” Kassi decided to put the book away and
washed the dishes instead. At church that Sunday, Kassi looked at
the beautiful chestnut horse again. Kassi spoke to it. “One day, I’m
going to know how to ride and have a ranch of my own.”
“Well, I can teach you how to ride and take care of horses, but
the ranch part is something I’m still trying to achieve,” said that now
familiar voice. Kassi didn’t dare turn around. She didn’t want him to
know she was upset about him not calling.
“I hope I’m not being ignored on purpose here,” Landin said.
Kassi felt he at least deserved a reply. “No, I’m just surprised to see
you here. What are you doing here, anyway?”
“Well, my friend’s brother said this was a nice church, so I
thought I’d try it out. I hope you don’t mind,” Landin said almost
pleading.
Kassi felt her heart skip a beat. “I would never mind someone
wanting to listen to the Lord’s message. I just didn’t think I would
ever hear from you,” Kassi said, her eyes casted down. She then felt
her chin being cupped, as Landin brought her face up to his.
Then, with such tenderness, he spoke, “I was going to call you,
but I’ve been out of town. I’m not the kind of man that says
something and doesn’t follow through.”
Kassi was turning a deep shade of red, partly from
embarrassment and partly from the way his hand felt against her
skin. It was warm, and she could feel the roughness of his skin.
The way his thumb brushed her cheek made her blush deepen
even more. She took so long to reply that he stepped back and
cleared his throat. Kassi’s face felt cool without his touch.
“I’m sorry if I offended you just now. But I didn’t want you to
have the wrong impression of me. I apologize for not calling and
explaining I was out of town. I know it must have looked like I made
an empty offer, and for that I’m really sorry,” Landin said, looking
straight in Kassi’s eyes. Kassi had no choice but to return his stare,
and the sincerity and expression on his face undid all the anger and
hurt she felt.
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“I figured something more important came up. I’m sorry for
getting upset and jumping to conclusions. I would still love to learn
about horses.”
“How about this afternoon? It’s a beautiful day, and I need to see
Jamie anyway.” Kassi thought, Well, that settles that. I guess he does
have a girlfriend after all. Guess I’m about to meet her. I hope she
doesn’t mind him helping me. If she does, then I’ll leave.
Landin asked her if she wanted to drive there now or meet him
there.
“I’ll meet you there soon. I have to take my Grandma Garner
back to my Aunt Myra’s house. What time would you like me to
meet you? And where exactly is there, anyway?” Kassi asked
laughing.
“Well, ‘there’ is at the Circle H Ranch,” Landin replied.
“I know where that is. It’s near my house. Now, what time?”
“How does three o’clock sound?” Landin asked.
“Sounds good to me.” Kassi gathered her belongings, helped her
Granny to the car, and said goodbye to her mom.
Around two o’clock, Kassi got ready to go to the ranch. She was
excited, yet she was dreading meeting Landin’s girlfriend. I hope she
understands that he’s just teaching me, and that there is nothing else
going on. Kassi dressed in nice, but practical, clothes to get dirty in.
***
As Kassi stepped out of her Trailblazer and onto the ranch, she
could hardly believe her eyes. There were horses everywhere!
Some were running with their manes and tails flying behind them.
Others were grazing on the lush green grass. Then, almost
immediately, Kassi spotted the perfect horse. It was a chestnut
Quarter Horse. It had a white patch, shaped like a star, in the middle
of its forehead. It had one white sock, and its beautiful mane was the
same chestnut color as its coat. Kassi walked closer to the rail, and
the horse came over to her and started nudging her jacket.
“Whatcha want, ole boy? I didn’t bring any apples with me. May
I touch you?” asked Kassi sweetly, as she cautiously extended her
hand. “Please don’t bite me, boy.”
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“She won’t bite. This is the gentlest horse God ever created,”
Landin said, taking Kassi’s hand and helped her reach out to the
horse. Kassi looked over her shoulder at Landin and noticed he was
studying her. As Kassi grew more comfortable with the horse, she
grew more uncomfortable waiting for Landin’s girlfriend to arrive. I
wonder where she is and if she’s watching us. Just then, Landin asked
if she was ready to meet Jamie.
“I guess so. Where is she?” Kassi asked.
“Well, he is over here, in the corral,” Landin said with a twinkle
in his eyes. He? Landin dropped her hand and they walked over to
the nearest corral and saw a coal-black stallion.
“This is Jamie. Jamie come over here and say hello to a friend of
mine,” Landin said, barely disguising the laughter in his voice. Kassi
wondered if he knew what she was thinking. Jamie came over and
nudged her jacket.
“I guess I’m going to have to start bringing treats with me.”
Hesitating, Kassi reached up and scratched Jamie between his eyes.
“Well, are you ready to start learning about horses? We’re going
to start at the bottom and work up. First, there’s cleaning the stalls
and taking care of the horse. A well-cared-for horse is a happy
horse, and a happy horse means a good friend and a good ride,”
Landin said, picking up a pitchfork. Kassi knew this was part of the
job and had no problem getting started.
“First, we have to get all the old, dirty hay out, along with the old
feed, and then wash down the stalls. Next, we change their food,
water, and place the clean hay back in the stall. That’s called
mucking the stalls. Once that’s done, you can get started on the
horse. This requires up close and personal attention. This bonds
you to your horse. If you talk to your horse while you work on them,
they get to know you and notice your moods and feelings.
Sometimes, when I’m brushing Jamie, I tell him about my hard day
and he takes his head and lays it over my shoulder, as if he’s
hugging me. He knows I need an extra shoulder, and boy, does he
have a big shoulder. Isn’t that right, boy!” Landin said, as he put his
arms around Jamie’s neck, while Jamie leaned in and put his head
over Landin’s shoulder. “I told you.”
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Kassi saw the love and respect between the two of them. She
hoped that one day she could have that kind of relationship with
horses.
“So, are we going to stand here all day, or are we going to muck
stalls?”
“Well, if you’re ready to get dirty, we’ll start. Here, take the
pitchfork and I’ll get the wheel-barrel for the dirty hay.” Landin
walked around the corner of the barn.
“You know, this is a beautiful ranch. The white split rails really
stand out against the green rolling hills. And there are just enough
trees around the pastures to offer good shade. I love these red and
white old country barns, with the hay bales stacked up against the
walls. It really looks like a working ranch.”
There were round corrals, where the horses were trained and
given lessons. At the entrance, was the landmark archway, with the
circle around the H. The brand of the Circle H Ranch. The road was
made of loose gravel, with all kinds of beautiful flowers boarding
the roadway. Scattered here and there were stables for the horses
and divided pastures.
“You know, I could get used to working in such a peaceful
place.” Kassi then started forking hay into the barrel.
“It’s nice and peaceful now, but not always. You should see the
amount of activity right before a storm. The horses are hard to
handle then. It takes all of us border owners, and more, in order to
control them. But we get it done, with hardly any accidents along
the way,” Landin said, while helping Kassi lift out the old feed.
They worked for a few hours, getting all the stalls cleaned. They
chatted easily about their different lives. Kassi found out that
Landin had a job at the ranch, where he trained the horses. In
exchange, he bordered his horse here.
“That’s a nice arrangement. I wouldn’t mind working here for
lessons.”
“Well, since I know the trainer so well, I might be able to
arrange that,” Landin said smiling.
Kassi looked away, knowing she was blushing.
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“Are you getting sunburned, or did I say something to
embarrass you?” Landin laughed. He knew why she was blushing,
and he always enjoyed it. There weren’t many women who would
innocently blush at a simple gesture.
“From the look in your eyes, I believe you already know the
answer to that question.” Kassi then took fresh straw and threw it at
Landin, aiming right at his head. It fell like a drape, covering him
from his head to his waist. Kassi laughed so hard that her side began
to hurt. Landin shook his head and promised to avenge himself.
They finished the stalls and then took a break.
“So, tell me the name of the horse I met when I first arrived. You
know, the one with the white star,” Kassi said.
“She’s my horse, but I haven’t named her. She’s for sale, hasn’t
been bought yet. She’s about a year old,” Landin said.
“Why are you selling her? She’s so beautiful and you said she
was gentle. I’d love to buy her, but I don’t have anywhere to put her,
plus, I bet she’s expensive.”
“I’m selling her only because I already have a few horses. I think
she’s so special. She needs an owner who can devote himself or
herself to her, until she’s a little older and is ready to have a family
of her own. I’m hoping to keep in touch with the new owner, so
when they want to breed her, I can use Jamie and get one amazing
foal.” I would give almost anything to have that horse.
“But while you’re here, please use her to train on. It’d be doing
me a huge favor and giving her the attention she needs.” Landin
could see the longing in her eyes and he would do what he could to
get her that horse, God willing. Kassi looked at Landin, while they
brushed down the horses. I wonder what that look in his eyes means?
It’s almost as if he can read my mind. I’d love to own that horse and I’d
love to spend more time with Landin. but maybe he has better things
to do than hang around with me.
“So what do you call her, since you haven’t named her?”
“I just call her sweet girl, but if someone came up with a morefitting name, that’d be all right by me.” Landin secretly hoped Kassi
would come up with just the right name for her.
13

Amanda Futrell

“Well, if she were mine, I’d name her Starlight, after the star on
her forehead and the light in her eyes.” The horse bobbed her head
up and down.
“I’d say she likes that name!” Landin laughed.
They worked with the horses for the rest of the afternoon.
Landin taught her about horse hygiene and how to know when
there’s something wrong with the horse. After the horses were
thoroughly brushed and combed and had their feet checked, Kassi
sat down on a bale of hay. She was so tired, but she was afraid to tell
Landin. She didn’t want him to think she couldn’t keep up with him.
She sat there, catching her breath and wondered if she really
wanted a ranch. There was so much work involved, and she was
only twenty-five, and single, with no experience until now. Landin
did say he wanted a ranch of his own one day. Hmmm . . . Maybe
they could compromise. He could work for her, on her ranch. But
Kassi quickly changed her mind. He probably wants a ranch of his
own, with his future wife and children
Landin looked over at Kassi and saw sadness and weariness in
her face.
What time is it? How long have we been at this? Landin checked
his watch and the sun. It was almost eight o’clock! They had been
working almost nonstop for five hours. She must be exhausted.
“Hey, Kassi, do you want to quit for the day? You’re looking
awfully tired.” Kassi thought, I bet he thinks I can’t keep up.
“No, we got another hour of daylight. No sense in wasting it.”
Landin couldn’t believe his ears. She wanted to continue, yet she
could hardly stand. Was she trying to impress him? He didn’t need
to be impressed. She already worked all evening without complaint.
She even mucked the stalls without wrinkling her nose. He knew
she needed rest.
“How about a compromise? We’ll work for another thirty
minutes and then quit. Deal?”
“Sure, sounds like a plan to me.”
She was so glad. Her body was so stiff. She reached up to rub
her shoulders, when Landin looked up. He had a look in his eyes
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that Kassi hadn’t seen before. I wonder what that look is for, she
thought again. One day she’d be able to read those expressions.
Kassi turned her back and tried lifting the saddle onto the post, but
wasn’t quite strong enough. However, she was determined. God, just
give me the strength once more today. Her arms burned from the
effort and she was almost in tears. He’ll think I’m a weakling if I can’t
lift a saddle. Kassi tried again, to no avail. It just kept hitting the post,
instead of going over it.
Landin watched Kassi trying to lift that saddle and failing every
time. Why won’t she just ask for help? There’s a trick to lifting those
things. If you do it wrong, even I couldn’t pick it up. Kassi tried once
more. This time, she felt two big arms wrap around her to help her
lift the saddle. Once it was on the post, the arms remained. Kassi
could feel his accelerated heartbeat, smell the outdoor odor of his
shirt, and feel his breath on her neck. Her own heartbeat quickened
and she breathed in small, shaking breaths. What is he thinking?
Does he think I’m a weakling? On the other hand, does he see me as
more than a friend? I could get used to this feeling. But what is this
feeling? Safety? Security? Warmth? I’ve never felt this safe with a guy
before. Can I trust another man with my heart again? Or will it be
broken like the last time? I need to walk away, before I get used to this
comfort. That’s what the feeling is, comfort. I definitely need to walk
away.
She pushed hard against the arms and the chest behind her,
expecting to feel resistance. He freely released her, and she
stumbled from her own force. Landin caught her just before she hit
the ground. Why is she in such a hurry to break free from me, Landin
thought. He checked her to make sure she was all right. He saw
distrust in her eyes. What had he done? He was only trying to help
her with the saddle, but once his arms touched her, he couldn’t pull
himself away.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken the liberty of holding you. But
you looked like you needed some help. Believe me, I was only trying
to help.”
“I’m sorry I reacted like that, but I was feeling . . . umm, feeling. . .
Look, I’m sorry, too. Friends?” Kassi asked, as she extended her
hand.
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“One day I’d like to know what the rest of that sentence is, but
on your time. You’ve had a long and tiring day. You deserve a break.”
***
After everything was done and the horses were cared for, they
sat side by side on the porch, drinking some tea that Landin had
made earlier. Landin noticed how relaxed Kassi looked now. To
react like that, she must’ve been hurt or betrayed in the past. Maybe
one day she’ll tell me what I can do to help her overcome it. Landin
decided to study her for the first time. She wasn’t like most women
he had met. She didn’t flirt or play the damsel in distress routine. In
fact, she was the exact opposite of that. There was something
different about her. She blushed at just the slightest thing. Innocent
was a good word to describe her. And the blush brought out the
color in her eyes. They weren’t exactly brown or green, but a
dazzling mixture. They were green around the edges and brown in
the middle. Her auburn hair turned red in the sunshine and fell in
soft waves past her shoulders. How he would love to touch and run
his fingers through it. She wasn’t a petite woman. Most men
probably overlooked her just for that reason. But he wasn’t like
most men. He had seen his share of beauties that were black as coal
on the inside. But not her. She had something that drew you to her.
He wasn’t the kind of man who looked only skin deep. The outside
never mattered to him. The inside drew him in. What am I thinking?
I just met this woman. On second thought, I have been asking God to
send me someone for a while now. At twenty-six, I’m not getting any
younger.
They finished their tea, cleaned up the porch, and decided to
meet later that week to continue training.
“Bye, Starlight, I’ll miss you, but I’ll be back before too long,”
Kassi said, as she hugged the horse and kissed her on the muzzle.
Kassi then said goodbye to Landin, telling him when she was free.
He told her to expect a call very soon.
***
Kassi returned to her aunt’s house and showered. She told her
family about her day, leaving out the part about the saddle. That
night, she lay awake late into the night, thinking about her reaction
16
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to Landin’s embrace. She didn’t think he would intentionally hurt
her, but she couldn’t risk letting herself get too attached to him.
What if he stopped helping her when someone better came along.
She knew she would be hurt. Can I let my guard down and trust
again? What if I get hurt? What if he grows tired of helping me or
finds someone prettier to help instead? Can I handle the rejection
again? Lord, you know my heart. You know all of the emotional scars
made by the people in my past. I know You’ve gotten me through in
the past. Help me put my trust in You for the future. I have so much
love to give. I just want someone special to give that love to. But my
life is Your will. I’ll leave it in Your hands, Heavenly Father. Amen.
***
They continued to meet on a weekly basis, except one week
because Kassi had a dentist appointment. She had noticed a bump
in her gums. At the dentist, the bump didn’t show up on the x-ray.
So they sent her to an oral surgeon. The bump was shaved off and
sent to a lab. The surgeon assured her that the bump didn’t look like
anything major. Landin called that afternoon after the surgery to
make sure she was okay. Russell, Kassi’s older brother, answered
the phone and said she was asleep, but things seemed okay for now.
Landin said he would call back again later.
***
A week after the surgery, Kassi was due for a checkup. Kassi,
her mom, Aunt Myra, and Grandma Garner all went to the
appointment. Granny had an appointment with another doctor.
Kassi told them she would be back in a few minutes. Kassi went into
the office, signed in, and sat down. The receptionist asked where
her mother was. Kassi told her that she was in the car, waiting, and
didn’t need to come in this time. Soon an assistant showed Kassi to
a room. When the doctor came in, he told her that her mother
needed to be there. Kassi began to think something wasn’t right. She
wanted to panic, but calmed herself and trusted in the Lord.
Her mother arrived, looking bewildered. The doctor had them
sit down. Kassi was really beginning to worry. The doctor said,
“Kassi, the test showed that it’s Osteosarcoma. It’s a type of bone
cancer. Kassi, what I’m trying to tell you is, you have jaw cancer. You
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will need more surgery to get it all taken care of. I know I said there
was probably nothing to worry about, and I’m sorry, I was wrong.
We checked the results twice and had it sent out of state for
confirmation. All of the results are the same. I’m going to refer you
to a great doctor I know, right here in town. We can go from there.
But please, feel free to come back if there are any problems from
this last surgery. Any questions?”
Questions? How can I even think? Am I going to die? Her mom
said, “You’re going to be all right. In Jesus’ name, you’re going to be
all right.” Kassi was listening, but all she wanted to do was cry. Her
mother told her not to cry, that it was going to be all right. Kassi
asked the doctor about treatment. He explained what he could, and
then gave her a referral to the ENT specialist in town.
***
Her family was waiting for her back in the car. Immediately,
they knew something was wrong. She explained what the doctor said,
and they couldn’t believe it, either. After her Granny’s appointment,
Kassi went to the specialist. He told her she was going to have to go
to the hospital in Chapel Hill, which was a much bigger hospital. At
the mention of that hospital, Kassi cried. Her Aunt Myra told her
they would help her through this.
Kassi hardly listened. Cancer. But she was too young. She had
never dated, had never been kissed. She didn’t even have a family of
her own yet, which she desperately wanted. Why me, God, why?
What did I do to deserve this? I’ve tried to live right. I never smoked,
isn’t that what gives you jaw cancer. Not smoking is supposed to keep
you healthy. Why me, Lord, why me? Kassi prayed.
The following weeks were spent taking tests. She had been xrayed, with dye shot in her veins, and then x-rayed some more. She
began to think she could glow in the dark! During this time, she had
not spoken with Landin. He had called, but she kept putting it off.
Finally, it was getting too much for her, and she decided to go to the
ranch and see Starlight. Maybe she’d let her cry on her shoulder. No
one else let her cry. They just kept telling her to keep her chin up,
that it’ll be all right. However, Kassi, wanted a good old-fashioned
cry to settle her nerves.
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So she drove out to the ranch. Starlight was in the corral. Kassi
knew the ropes well enough to walk to the corral without Landin
there. Starlight came up to her and nudged her. Kassi gave her a
piece of carrot, and then wrapped her arms around her neck. Kassi
hadn’t known how long she’d been standing there, crying into
Starlight’s mane. Kassi felt like it could have been hours.
“Hey, I didn’t know you were coming today,” Landin said, as he
walked up behind her. Kassi was startled, but didn’t turn around.
She didn’t want Landin to know she’d been crying, or that she had
cancer.
“Hey, are you going to speak to me?” Landin asked, tenderly
reaching over and turning her shoulders around. Kassi tried pulling
against him, but that didn’t stop him from turning her around. She
was finally facing him, with her head held down. Landin reached out
and took a wayward strand of hair that was hanging in her face and
put it behind her ear. That’s when he felt the moisture on her cheek.
“Kassi, please, look at me please. What’s wrong?” Landin felt a
pang in the pit of his stomach. He knew something was very wrong
for her to be out here crying on Starlight. Kassi turned back around.
She felt him take her gently by the arms and turn her around again.
This time, he took her chin tenderly in his hand and brought her
face up to meet his. He saw the fear in her eyes, along with the hurt
and longing to be helped.
“Kassi, what’s wrong? Please, let me help. Did someone hurt
you? Did I do something wrong? Is that why you haven’t returned
my phone calls. Answer me, Kassi, please.”
Kassi wanted to run away, but his pleading and gentle ways
were too much to resist. She started crying. Landin immediately
pulled her into his arms and held her while she cried. He smoothed
her hair and rocked her, speaking gently, until the tears subsided.
She looked up at him and saw such tenderness in his eyes that it
took her breath away. Landin then wiped away her tears with his
hands. He asked if she was ready to talk.
Kassi felt that she needed to break free from his embrace, in
order to tell him what was wrong. With him holding her, she
couldn’t think straight. Landin removed one arm, but kept the other
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around her shoulder, until they reached the porch. “I sat here a
while, waiting for you to stop hugging Starlight. When you just
stood there, I knew something was wrong.”
Kassi looked at him. She sighed and said, “If you don’t want to
stay friends after I tell you what’s wrong, I’ll understand.” Landin
took her hand and held it. “There’s nothing you could say that
would stop me from wanting to be your friend, nothing.”
Kassi took a deep breath and started. “You know that I saw the
dentist a couple of weeks ago. Well, that spot I was worried about
turned out to be cancer. It could be really bad, Landin.” She began
crying all over again.
“Oh no, are you all right? What can they do? What can I do?”
Landin asked, hugging her.
“You mean that? You want to help? You’ve already helped
today, with letting me cry. I can’t cry at home. My mom is already
upset, and if I get weepy, then she does, too. I try to be strong
because that’s what people expect, but all I want to do is cry and ask
God why. I’m too young. What did I do wrong, Landin? Is this
punishment for something I said or thought or did?”
“None of that is true. You didn’t do anything to cause this. It just
happened. God wouldn’t punish you with something like this. What
can they do to treat this? Surgery? Chemo? Radiation? What?”
Kassi stood and started walking around. She put her hands in
her pockets and shrugged. “They are sending me to Chapel Hill
Hospital. They’re going to cut out half of my lower jaw and replace it
with bone from my lower leg. So I guess that takes care of my
horseback training and my dreams, huh?” Kassi said.
Landin immediately got up and took her by the shoulders.
Looking into her eyes, he spoke in a harsh tone for the first time. “I
don’t ever want you to give up on your dreams. Never, you hear me?
Never! We are going to get you through this, and when you’re ready,
I’m going to have you on that horse, riding into the wind. Do you
hear me, Kassi?” She broke free from his embrace and stomped off.
“I have cancer, Landin. I’m never going to be the same again.
You just wait until you see me with all the scars. I’ll bet you’ll run
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the other way.” She knew she was being unfair. Landin had been so
sweet and sincere, but she couldn’t risk getting hurt. She couldn’t
risk having someone turn his back on her again. She had vowed
never to become vulnerable like that ever again.
Landin ran to catch up with her. “I won’t ever stop being your
friend because of looks. Things like that aren’t important to me.
Who you are is what counts. You hear me?”
Landin took her in his arms and held her. He noticed that she
smelled of wildflowers, and noted it odd that he would think of that
now. He held her until she stopped crying. Then, cupping her chin
again, he tilted her face upwards.
Leaning close, he whispered, “You don’t think you can cry on a
horse and not clean out the stalls, do you?” Kassi looked into his
blue eyes and saw the care, concern, and humor in his eyes. “Well, I
was hoping to get out of the job this time,” she said smiling and
laughing. Landin loved that she laughed. That was his aim. “Not this
time, Missy. Now, let’s get busy and clean up this mess,” Landin said,
as he took her by the shoulder and started toward the barn.
Lord, I could get used to having her in my life. Don’t take her away
from me, when I’ve just found her, and please open her heart to
receive what I have to offer. Help me. I promise not to hurt her. If only
she could believe in herself and in me. I’m not like the other men who
must have hurt her. Please, let her see that.
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