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A HORSE FOR VALENTINE’S DAY


A short story by Lauren St John





 


They’d had their first row before they’d even unpacked the car. Ellie heard them in the kitchen of the cottage they’d rented off a friend of a friend.


‘How on earth could you forget the food hamper, Evan?’ demanded her mother in that brittle, disappointed tone that seemed to be her default setting these days. ‘I asked you a million times to put it in the boot. Have you any idea what a disaster that is? It means that the groceries on which I spent a fortune will be sitting rotting in London while we’re starving in rural Devon. It’s not like there’s a supermarket down the road, you know.’


‘I’m sorry. I thought you’d packed it.’ Her dad’s voice, tired to the bone. All of the fight had gone out of him three years ago, on the day her younger sister, Kyra, died.


‘Why would I remind you to fetch it if I was planning to do it myself? It’s on the kitchen counter too. By the time we get back, the milk, butter, eggs, vegetables and yoghurt will be ruined. Do you know …’


Ellie didn’t wait to hear the rest. It would only degenerate into name-calling and slamming doors and her mum crying and her dad sitting white-faced on the sofa, his head in his hands. She didn’t know why they bothered going anywhere. Holidays were only holidays if you left your troubles behind. If you continued fighting like cat and dog, it was cheaper to argue at home.


She dumped her bag in the hallway, crossed the small yard and opened the weather-scarred gate. A narrow path flanked by high, whipping grasses wound through the dunes. When she stepped onto the beach, the force of the salty wind almost knocked her sideways.


Ellie sat down on a dune. The panorama was hard to take in. A beach empty of everything except a few freewheeling seagulls. Wild horse waves chasing the shore. She risked a few deep breaths. The freezing air gave her an instant ice cream headache, but she felt strangely exhilarated too.


The weather forecast had predicted sun and milder temperatures in the days ahead. If she dressed warmly and spent most of half term on the beach, she might just survive the holidays. If it rained and she ended up stuck indoors with her warring parents, she’d be ready for the loony bin at the end of it.


There was a rustle of grasses. Her dad sat down beside her. ‘Hey, Ellie, is everything okay? What are doing out here all by yourself?’


She didn’t answer and he didn’t press the issue. He just squeezed her arm and said brightly: ‘Look, El, someone’s riding on the beach!’


Despite the circumstances, Ellie’s heart gave a joyous leap because she loved horses more than anything else on earth. Her dream was to learn to ride, but it was never going to happen. Not if her parents had anything to do with it.


She followed her father’s gaze. A sleek, muscular horse was galloping along the edge of the waves. A teenage boy wearing jeans, a black T-shirt and dark glasses bent low over its neck. Despite the cold, he didn’t have a jacket on. He rode bareback, his every movement fluid and sure.


He slowed the horse to a walk. Even before he got close enough for Ellie to observe that he had overlong dark hair and looked fit enough to ride the Grand National, she’d already decided that he was insufferable. He was gorgeous and clearly knew it. Why else would he wear sunglasses while galloping along a beach in February?


Her dad stood suddenly, causing the mare to fling up her head in alarm. The boy glanced in their direction and lifted a hand. Much to Ellie’s relief, he didn’t come over. She wasn’t surprised. Boys – good-looking ones in particular – tended to look through her as if she was wasn’t there. She preferred that to the ones who made comments about her hair, weight or clothes in a way that suggested it would take a miracle for her to achieve anything other than ordinariness.


The boy nudged his horse into a jog and moved off down the beach.


‘Don’t go getting any ideas about riding horses,’ said her dad. ‘I know you love them, but your mum doesn’t want you doing anything dangerous. Neither do I for that matter.’


Ellie’s headache returned as she followed him through the dunes. There was no point in saying that crossing the street was dangerous too. They’d had that debate at least fifty times and it always went nowhere.
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At breakfast, Ellie caught herself staring out of the living room window, hoping to see the horse and rider again. She told herself off. The last thing she needed was to get hung up on some conceited boy. Still it was hard to tear her eyes from the view. The wintry sunrise was a blush in the sky above the silver sea.
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