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The hoofs of the horses!  —  Oh! witching and sweet 

Is the music earth steals from the iron-shod feet; 

No whisper of lover, no trilling of bird 

Can stir me as hoofs of the horses have stirred. 
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They spurn disappointment and trample despair, 

And drown with their drum-beats the challenge of care; 

With scarlet and silk for their banners above, 

They are swifter than Fortune and sweeter than Love. 
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On the wings of the morning they gather and fly, 

In the hush of the night-time I hear them go by  —  

The horses of memory thundering through 

With flashing white fetlocks all wet with the dew. 
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When you lay me to slumber no spot you can choose 

But will ring to the rhythm of galloping shoes, 

And under the daisies no grave be so deep 

But the hoofs of the horses shall sound in my sleep. 
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I stood by the bed, discreetly watching Jaden undress. I wasn’t sure why I was being discreet since he was always quite frank in his appreciation of my body, but I wasn’t as bold as him. He was standing a few feet away, by the closet. His shirt was already unbuttoned, and I admired the sculpted lines of his chest and stomach. He was at a slight angle to me, not quite sideways, and his expression was thoughtful as he unbuckled his belt and started drawing it slowly through the loops.

I didn’t know what happened. All of a sudden there was a buzzing in my ears; a wave of weakness made me sink down shakily onto the bed. I dropped my face into my hands. A second later his arms were around me and I leaned into his welcome warmth. I was trembling.

“Mi querida, what’s wrong?” His voice was low and worried.

I shook my head slightly against his chest. “Nothing. Just a bit dizzy, for some reason.” 

“Téa...” Disbelief was clear in his tone, but he kept rubbing my arm soothingly, and I felt his lips press occasionally against my hair. I didn’t say anything, since silence seemed the safest policy at this point.

He sighed. He kept one arm around me, but his other hand went to my chin and turned my face to his. He turned the full force of his hypnotic, gold-flecked brown eyes on me — he knew full well that I couldn’t refuse those eyes anything. Nor could I lie to them. Apparently, he meant business.

“You saw me taking-” he started saying.

“It’s nothing to do with you,” I interrupted quickly. I stretched up and met his lips, but although he kissed me back, his usual enthusiasm was lacking. He was careful, almost tentative. 

I pulled away with a groan. “Oh, no.”

“What?” He looked at me in alarm.

“Don’t go getting all analytical and overprotective on me,” I pleaded. “I think maybe I’m just hungry.”

“When did you eat last?” he asked, frowning.

“I don’t know. This morning, I guess.”

He seized my hand, rolling his eyes, and scolded me gently all the way to the kitchen. “You’re going to have to start taking better care of yourself  —  how do you expect to keep up the pace you’ve set if you never eat?”

I didn’t bother arguing with him, but settled onto a stool at the counter and watched him move around his loft’s small kitchen, something I always loved to do. My enjoyment certainly wasn’t diminished by the fact that his shirt was still hanging unbuttoned.

We had a quick meal of leftovers. I was putting the plates in the dishwasher when Jaden spoke from the sink. “Even if you didn’t eat all day, I have a strong suspicion that’s not what made you dizzy.”

I closed the dishwasher and turned to face him. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

Half his mouth quirked up. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I give you the impression you had a choice?”

My brows shot up. “Yes, in fact,” I said. I stepped nearer and ran my hands down his muscled chest and over his stomach. “You’ve given me the impression that I always have a choice.”

I let my hands continue downward. He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me hard against him, and we stumbled toward the bedroom, shedding clothes on the way.

As we fell onto the bed I murmured, “Don’t forget I have a curfew.”

A low laugh rumbled through his chest. “Are you asking me to be quick?”

We didn’t rush, and I had time to relax with my head on his chest afterward, his arms warm around me. It was the first time in weeks I’d even approached happiness.

I awoke with a start. “Oh, crap,” I whimpered when I checked the bedside clock.

Jaden reached over sleepily; I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and jumped out of bed.

“Gotta run, I’m late.” Very, very late — it was early morning, and I had to get home in time to feed the horses. Preferably before my stepfather noticed I was gone.

It was snowing when I stumbled outside, and I frenziedly brushed just enough white stuff off my car so that I could see. I got in, shivering violently and still half-asleep as I maneuvered through the snowy Toronto streets. I relaxed a bit once I got onto the cleared highway, and I felt warmer as my mind roamed over my evening with Jaden. It was the first time I’d seen him since he’d left to play polo in Florida, but he almost hadn’t gone at all. I remembered having to convince him.

“Maybe I should stay,” Jaden had said worriedly. That was two days after Seth, my twin brother, had left for Spain.

I gently disentangled his hand from his hair and held it between my own. “You need the money,” I reminded him. We were sitting on the old tack trunk in the gloomy shed since the barn had been busy with people. Jaden was distressed at leaving me so soon after Seth’s departure. I shivered — the shed wasn’t heated — and Jaden pulled me more tightly against him.

“I’ll be okay, really,” I said with more conviction than I felt. I knew that a few weeks of polo would pay for Jaden’s final semester of school.

He had gone, in the end, and Christmas had felt less like a holiday to me than it had the year before, when I’d been in Florida with no tree and Chinese food for dinner. Dec and I, still barely speaking, went to Aunt Penny’s and Uncle Robert’s house for Christmas. The most uncomfortable Christmas dinner ever, as it turned out.

To their credit, the Foster family had never treated us like ‘the stepkids’. Even when Dec first married my mom — years before he adopted us — we were held to the same standards as the rest of the Foster clan. They had adopted us too, and from the way they were acting, I wondered whether they were now suffering similar feelings of betrayal from my brother’s defection. During the meal, Aunt Penny frequently put her hand on Dec’s shoulder, but her stiff manner with me spoke volumes, and the rest of my family seemed ill at ease. As soon as the meal was over my cousin Stacey grabbed my arm and dragged me upstairs to her bedroom.

“Holy crap,” she said as she shut the door.

“Yeah,” I said tiredly. “Let’s hope the New Year brings a new mood, otherwise I might as well go to Spain myself.”

“Would you really?” she exclaimed. She looked more excited than shocked at the possibility.

“No,” I sighed. “I can’t.”

I had kept busy over the holidays. I was still too angry with Dec to talk to him much; I blamed him for Seth’s absence. Teri, my best friend, was at the barn almost every day helping out. Her pony Picasso had been sold the week before, purchased as a Christmas present for the luckiest little girl ever, and we’d both cried while wrapping his legs with shipping bandages. We had stuffed him full of treats and patted and kissed him before Teri handed over the lead rope to his new owners, but we didn’t watch him get into the trailer. That was too hard.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go home?” I had asked Teri as she prepared to teach a beginner lesson. The lesson schedule always picked up during holidays.

She shrugged. “I’m okay.” Only the way her celery-green eyes refused to meet mine gave a clue to her feelings.

“You’re a lifesaver, Ter. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I meant it, too. Even though I was positive she’d rather be relaxing at home, away from the constant reminders of Picasso’s absence, Teri was here freezing her fingers and toes off because I needed the help. With Seth gone I was stretched way too thin — Gran taught the odd lesson, but the cold was harder on her than it used to be, and Dec was busy with a work project that was behind schedule. Julia was on vacation with her parents, who had decided that a week down south would help her get over the break-up with Seth. I wished it were that easy for me.

“Any big plans for tomorrow?” Dec had asked me the day before New Year’s Eve. We were having a simple soup-and-sandwich dinner, and the table felt empty with just the two of us.

“No,” I replied. Teri was going out with her family, and my other friends were gone. Even Kabir had stayed in California over the holidays.

“Oh. Well, do you want to do something, just the two of us?” Dec had looked uncomfortable; both of us knew it wouldn’t be an enjoyable evening.

“That’s okay. Why don’t you go out, Dec.” I was pretty sure he had plans with Joanne, his girlfriend.

On New Year’s Eve Jaden called me at ten minutes before midnight. I could hear the sounds of a party in the background, and for a second was transported back to our magical evening of the year before, when all had seemed so right with the world.

“Corazon,” he said quietly. “Stay on the phone with me until midnight, so I can pretend you’re here in my arms.” By the time I hung up ten minutes later, after having wished our friend Michele a Happy New Year too, I had felt a whole lot better. After all, this year promised to bring a lot of good things, too.

* * *
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I came out of my reverie as I pulled into the long, tree-lined driveway to Shady Lane Stables. It was barely dawn, and I hoped fervently that I could sneak in before Dec realized I hadn’t come home.

No such luck. He stepped out of the kitchen the minute I was in the door, his expression grim. He didn’t say anything, but then his glare said enough. The fact that he was in pajama bottoms and a T-shirt didn’t make him any less intimidating.

“I was at Jaden’s, and I... well, we fell asleep,” I stammered my excuse.

A spasm crossed Dec’s face; inasmuch as he knew that Jaden and I were a couple, he obviously hated the thought of us sleeping together. Let alone doing anything else in bed.

“Listen to me, Téa. You may think you’re all grown up now, but you’re still young, and as long as you’re living in this house there are rules to follow.”

I felt my temper awaken. “Tell me you’re not using that ‘as long as you’re under my roof’ line on me.” I had lost my brother to that policy not long before, and the memory was still raw. “We fell asleep. It was an accident!”

“That’s what telephones are for! Why didn’t you call me as soon as you woke up?”

“I didn’t think of it until I was in the car,” I admitted, “and then my phone was dead.”

He took a quick step towards me, and I tensed instantly, my breath catching. My reaction must have shown because a pained look crossed his face. He stopped, and I watched him breathe deeply for a moment.

“Okay,” he said more calmly. I relaxed. “But this had better be the last time, Téa.”

“Dec, I don’t get it. I’m sorry I didn’t let you know, but it’s not like I was out with a stranger. This is Jaden we’re talking about. You know I’m completely safe with him.”

“I don’t care,” he said obstinately. “I want you home at night. And I’ll be having a word with Jaden to that effect, too.”

I felt my jaw set, but I knew better than to argue with him now. I trudged upstairs and went straight to the phone in the guestroom. It still felt like Jaden’s room to me, since he’d spent so much time in there during our first summer together.

“Hey, it’s me,” I said morosely when he answered. “I wanted to give you a heads up, Dec’s pretty mad. Maybe you shouldn’t answer your phone for the rest of the day.”

“How mad?” he asked immediately. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. But don’t let him blame you for me staying out all night.”

“Don’t worry about me,” he soothed, sounding relieved. “I can handle Dec as long as you’re all right.”

“I’m far better than ‘all right’,” I told him, smiling. “I had an incredible time with you yesterday. I wish I could stay over more often... though it’s not looking too likely.”

It was something I’d have to address with Dec at some point, I realized. We owned a family business; who knew how long I’d live here? Until I finished university, at the very least, and maybe a lot longer. And even though I’d still be under ‘his’ roof, I didn’t want Dec telling me how to live my life when I was twenty-five.

* * *
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Jaden hadn’t stayed in Florida as long as he usually did. He was going into his final semester of law school, and I supposed even his charm and intelligence had limits — his professors had insisted that he be present for the entire winter term, which had just started for both of us. It was only my second semester of university, and it looked like the workload was going to be even heavier than in the first. On the third day of classes, I crept into a cavernous, almost-full auditorium and found a seat. My neighbor had dark hair and a gangly look, still more boy than man.

“I’m Chuck,” he introduced himself. He had an open, friendly smile.

“Tay-a,” I replied, pronouncing my name clearly for him. After class, we headed to the cafeteria together for lunch.

“Did we have a class together last semester?” I asked him as we got into line.

“I don’t think so, but you do look kind of familiar,” he responded. A second later he waved to someone. “Hey, Shannon.” A woman with short auburn-and-grey hair and a comfortably round shape joined us. After the introductions were made we found seats together; it turned out we were all biology majors.

“My dad and granddad are both vets,” Chuck told us. “But it’s gotten so hard to get into vet school that I might be the first generation not to take over the family practice,” he said glumly.

“At least your family understands,” Shannon said. “My entire family thinks I’m nuts for leaving a steady job at forty years old to go back to school. But being a vet is all I’ve ever wanted. I figure better late than never.”

“What about you, Téa?” Chuck asked.

“Well, my family owns an equestrian center, so I’ve worked with horses most of my life. Being a vet just seems like a logical next step,” I said. I didn’t add that it wasn’t my first choice since Chuck and Shannon both seemed so anxious to get into vet school.

“Horses, huh?” Chuck looked at me with renewed interest. “We have a mixed practice — small and large animals — and horses are probably the trickiest to treat. For me, anyway.”

“Why?” I asked, surprised. Only a few of our horses had issues with the vet.

“I’m not a horseperson.” Chuck grinned. “And they know it.”

I nodded in understanding. True horsepeople seem to be either born or made in childhood, with the odd individual developing the skills in adulthood. But horses, unlike other animals, can immediately sense whether you ‘know’ horses or not. Maybe it’s because they’re such intuitive creatures, or perhaps it’s due to their highly subtle interpretation of body language, but whatever the reason, there’s no fooling them. 

Julia came home that weekend looking more gorgeous than ever, her smoothly tanned skin the perfect backdrop for her tarnished-silver eyes. She traipsed into the barn smiling and chattering to other boarders about her holiday, and I was caught unawares by a wash of anger.

“Téa!” Julia bounced over and hugged me. She handed me a small, satiny bag. “I got you something.”

Guilt beat back the anger inside me. “Thanks, Jules. You didn’t have to do that.” I pulled out a beautiful silver necklace and earrings set with small blue stones. “It’s beautiful,” I said sincerely.

Julia grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the tackroom. “C’mon, I want to tell you about my vacation!” I had to grin; Julia was as irrepressible as always. Teri showed up soon after and we all headed for the house to warm up.

While I made hot chocolate Julia handed Teri a bag similar to mine.

“I thought it would match your eyes,” Julia enthused.

Teri’s necklace was gold with light green stones. “Thank you,” she said quietly. She gave Julia a quick smile, but I could tell she wasn’t happy.

Julia didn’t seem to notice, though. “What have I missed?” she asked as we sat down with our mugs.

I looked at Teri since her news was the biggest.

“I’ve decided not to go back to school,” Teri said. “I’m going to become a jockey.”

Julia gasped. “But... Ter! What did your parents say?”

“They said it’s my life, and they’re behind me no matter what I choose.”

I felt the familiar stir of envy at those words, even more strongly now than the first time I’d heard them. How much simpler would my life be if I had a parent like that? I’d still have a brother kicking around, for one thing.

“But aren’t they worried about you? Don’t they want you to get a good education?” Julia frowned.

“Sure, they’re worried. They know it’s dangerous, and they’re not thrilled that I’ll be moving away.”

“Oh, right, the horses don’t run here during the winter,” Julia remembered. “Where will you go?”

“New York. The trainer I worked for at Woodbine went there for the winter. How was the cruise?” Teri asked, obviously changing the subject.

“It was amazing,” Julia sighed. “Just what I needed. The sun, the ocean, and always lots to keep you busy. There was even a wedding on board one day! It was beautiful, although I’d never get married on a cruise. Not that I can imagine getting married, anyway. At least not until I’m old.”

“Why not?” Teri looked surprised.

“I don’t know.” Julia shrugged. “Committing to spending your entire life with one person? It seems a little extreme.”

“But it would be someone you loved,” Teri pointed out. They both turned to look at me.

I hesitated. “Well, Jaden wants to marry me, so-”

“Omigod he proposed?!” “Why didn’t you-” Their stunned exclamations burst forth.

I held up my hands, laughing. “Easy! He didn’t propose, exactly.” I explained how Jaden had told Dec he wanted to marry me someday in order to convince Dec that we were serious about our relationship.

“How could you not tell us?” Teri demanded.

“It happened right between winning the Royal and getting stalked by Tom Morin, and then Seth and I started searching for our natural father. There was always something more important to talk about.”

“More important than the most romantic thing you’ll do in your whole life?” Teri seemed delighted at my news.

“Téa, you’re way too young to even be thinking about marriage.” Julia, on the other hand, was clearly not delighted. “People change a lot during their twenties, and you’re not even there yet. You’re in university, you’re going to meet hundreds of new people over the next few years.”

“I don’t think it’ll matter who I meet, Julia. No one’s going to hold a candle to Jaden.”

She looked at me carefully. “He is every kind of sexy, but he’s not perfect, Téa. Not like you seem to think.”

I shrugged. “He’s perfect for me. It amounts to the same thing.”

* * *
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Our conversation rolled around my head all afternoon, and over dinner that night I told Dec about Teri’s plans.

“Being a jockey is no job for a nice girl like Teri,” Dec said worriedly.

“She’s tougher than she looks,” I reminded him. Teri and I were both petite; we faced the same bias.

“That doesn’t matter!” he said loudly. “She’ll have to work twice as hard as a man to be half as good. There’s too much money at stake in racing for anyone to cut her any slack. And besides, it’s ridiculously dangerous.” He shook his head. “I’m going to talk to her parents. I’m sure they have no idea what she’s getting herself into.”

“No! Dec, please, this is what Teri wants,” I pleaded. “Her parents are supportive. Why worry them?”

He gave me a direct stare. “Because if it were you, I’d want to know. At least then I’d know enough to stop you.”

I spun and stomped out, hot with frustration. I knew Teri. As sensible as she was, if racing was her goal then she wouldn’t be dissuaded.

When Teri showed up the next day I apologized profusely.

“It’s okay,” she reassured me. “My parents and I talked about it, and they know what Dec’s like.”

I mimed wiping sweat off my brow. “What’s up with you and Jules?” I asked, remembering her odd expression the day before.

She sighed. “I don’t know. Those expensive gifts... it’s just so Jules, you know? It would never occur to her that it might make someone uncomfortable. And it was the same with Seth.” She looked genuinely angry now. “She was always pushing him to do better in school, make more money, go out all the time. I feel like she drove him away.”

I shook my head slowly. “Seth leaving wasn’t Julia’s fault. It was Dec’s.”

I was not in a good mood when I went to ride Hades, and it wasn’t improved by his greeting. He put his ears back and curled his nostrils, making an angry face. It wasn’t really aggression; it was designed to intimidate me, and it was just part of Hades’ personality.

“Cut it out,” I snapped at him, yanking the halter over his head. 

He looked startled for a second before pinning his ears again and shoving me hard with his nose. I staggered backward a step. Out of sheer exasperation, I shoved him back. Now, that’s not the way I’d normally behave around horses because they’re prey animals and shows of aggression are usually counter-productive. So his reaction surprised me. My shove had barely moved him, but he turned his head back toward me with his ears pricked forward and his eyes bright. He stepped closer to me and dropped his head to allow me to easily clip on the lead shank, looking oddly satisfied by our exchange.

I shook my head as I led him into the aisle. “You’re a strange beast, buddy. But I like you.” I patted him before cross-tying him. He was unusually well-behaved, standing fairly patiently while I groomed him and put on his tack.

“Don’t tell me you’ve been waiting for me to push you around all along,” I muttered as I led him into the arena. “Don’t tell Dec, I’d never live it down.”

I mounted and we started working. I’d been riding Hades for a little over a year now, and he was like a different horse. The cantankerous, over-excited behemoth who had first arrived at Shady Lane was now a study in controlled power. There hadn’t been any magic bullet with Hades; a lot of slow, painstaking work and experimentation had gotten us to this point. He was still going well in the bitless bridle, and Gran had helped me work out an exercise program to develop his back, hindquarters, and balance. I’d worked with him diligently, riding him at least five days a week, and while he still wasn’t an easy horse to ride, I couldn’t wait for the show season to start.

* * *
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Teri left for New York the following week, but the pain of her departure was quickly soothed by a visit from Jaden. I hadn’t seen him since our accidental sleepover two weeks before. He strode into the living room radiating energy, his brightness almost too big for the room. His eyes locked onto mine the minute he was through the door.

“Dec’s not home,” I said quickly, moving toward him. I’d just gotten out of the shower and was purposely wearing a thin T-shirt and skirt, very unseasonal attire for January.

He reached me in one long step. The shock of relief as his skin met mine was almost painful, and I pressed myself against him as his hands caressed my shoulders, my back, my waist. As my lips found his I was yanked upwards, and I felt my back slam into the wall. It took me a second to miss the impact my head should have made until I felt Jaden’s hand behind it. It felt like years, not weeks, since we’d last touched.

After a few minutes, he leaned his forehead on mine. “Your heart is beating so fast,” he murmured. “I can feel it against my chest.”

"That's ’cause I'm about to have a heart attack," I said. “I can’t believe I went without you for so long. Te quiero, Jaden.” I whispered the last into his ear, and he pulled away with a sigh that was almost a groan, lowering me slowly to the floor.

“Not quite the response I was hoping for,” I groused.

He gave a husky laugh and took my face in his hands. “Patience, querida.”

“You know very well I don’t have any.”

“When can you come over to my place?”

I thought it over quickly. “Tomorrow.” The next day was Monday, meaning I’d have no lessons to teach.

“I have a meeting near Guelph during the day; I can meet you for lunch too.”

Chuck was my lab partner, and after microbiology class the next day he walked me to the visitor’s parking lot where I was meeting Jaden. We were discussing that week’s assignment, our heads bent over a diagram and only half-watching where we were going, so I was caught by surprise when I looked up to find Jaden in front of us, arms crossed over his chest and jaw muscle hard.

“Um, Jaden, this is Chuck,” I introduced them uncertainly. I glanced at Chuck; his startled expression showed that he had noticed Jaden’s angry posture.

“I remember,” Jaden said shortly. But after a second he stuck out his hand, and Chuck shook it gamely. I breathed an internal sigh of relief when he showed no signs of pain.

Chuck continued on his way home, and Jaden drove to a nearby restaurant, saying nothing. We sat down and a waitress came over, but she didn’t say anything either, seemingly distracted by Jaden’s appearance. He had one long leg stretched out alongside the booth, and her gaze moved from his booted foot up the line of dark denim, along his muscular black-clad body to his face. At the moment, it looked borderline dangerous.

“What can I get you?” she asked breathily. She never looked at me, even while I ordered.

After she left, Jaden leaned back in his seat and considered me. “Why didn’t you tell me?” He was composed now, although his eyes were alive with emotion.

I let out a long breath. “We just recently figured it out ourselves, and, well, I had this crazy notion that you might overreact.”

He frowned, tousling his hair before he caught himself and reached toward me instead. I took his hand quickly, knowing by now that my touch would calm his choler.

“It upsets me that you don’t trust me,” he said finally.

I did a double-take. “Pardon me? I don’t trust you?” I said it faintly, uncertain that I’d heard right.

He shook his head in frustration, pulling his hand back. “Damn Foster family curse. If you weren’t afraid of Dec, we wouldn’t be having this issue.”

“I’m not afraid of Dec,” I protested. I was frowning in confusion at the sudden subject change.

“Really? You’d go to him with a problem? Would confide in him, admit to mistakes?” He questioned me as though he was cross-examining a witness; my confusion morphed into annoyance.

“No, but that’s basic sense, not fear. And anyway, why does it matter?” I asked.

Jaden took a breath. “It matters because it’s affecting our relationship. We can’t run away from it, Téa. The way you relate to the only father you’ve ever known is going to have an effect on how you relate to me.”

I thought about that for a minute. “I don’t buy it.”

His brows crept up. “It’s a widely accepted psychological principle.” He was now watching me with that peculiar mix of amusement and exasperation that I’d come to recognize.

“I’m not a principle, Jaden, I’m a person. There’s more to me than a conditioned response.” I stared at him, taken aback at the sudden anger I felt. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“This discussion is overdue, Téa.”

It was my turn to cross my arms over my chest. “Done. Talking.” I forced the words through clenched teeth.

I watched him struggle for a minute, his expression one of mingled shock and displeasure. Jaden wasn’t used to being crossed. On the polo field he was a star, in law school he was at the top of his class, and in everyday life people simply yielded to his charisma and confidence. This was the problem when everyone listened to you, I thought crabbily.

His expression smoothed. “All right,” he said finally.

Lunch wasn’t exactly uncomfortable, but I was glad I’d be seeing him that evening so that we could make up properly. I drove slowly through the February snowfall into the city, its lights illuminating the flakes in multiple colors.

Jaden had given me a key to the loft but I knocked quietly before letting myself in. Something smelled good, and I saw Jaden in the open-concept kitchen directly in front of me. At the uncertain look on my face he came over and wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned into his comforting warmth. He held me for a minute before murmuring in my ear.

“You know you’re in trouble, right?”

I sighed. “I know. But we haven’t been alone for so long. Can’t we talk about it later?” I pleaded. My face was pressed against his chest; I didn’t look at him.

“Hmm, that has possibilities... we can have angry sex first, and maybe still have time for make-up sex later.”

I looked up to find him grinning my beloved wicked grin. He wasn’t mad, then. I exhaled in relief and smiled back at him.

“I’m surprised you recognized Chuck. I didn’t, it only came up in conversation by chance.”

His brows shot up. “Trust me, anyone I see pressed up against you is going to be burned into my memory forever. And at any rate, I suspect my memories of that night are clearer than yours.” That was true. I hadn’t been thinking very clearly at the party where I’d first met Chuck — then Charlie — almost two years before.

Jaden and I did make love twice that night, but neither time was angry. Instead, both were tender, and humorous, and passionate — in other words, just what I’d come to expect of sex with Jaden.

He only brought the subject up as I was getting dressed to leave. “About Chuck...”

“I have to put up with people ogling you all the time,” I said quickly, “and I don’t make a fuss about it.” Mostly.

The corners of his mouth lifted slightly. “Ogling?”

“Yes. Like the waitress today.”

He looked honestly surprised. “I didn’t notice.”

“See?” I threw my hands up. “You get checked out so often that to you it’s normal! And it’s not like I can help it that Chuck is in my class.”

“Téa.” My name came out on a sigh. “It caught me by surprise, I’ll admit. But it wasn’t his presence that disturbed me so much as your refusal to discuss it.”

I grabbed a handful of his blue T-shirt and pulled him closer. “We’re discussing it now, aren’t we?” I fitted myself against his hard body, reluctant to leave.

He ran his hands down my back and over my bottom, pulling me close. “In a very enjoyable manner,” he agreed as he kissed me goodbye.

I explained Jaden’s reaction to Chuck the next day.

“That was your boyfriend? The maniac who threw me halfway across the dance floor?”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“People couldn’t stop talking about it after you left. He cut through that party like a tornado.”

That was Jaden, all right. He was a force of nature.
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Two
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I treasured the two evenings I’d spent with Jaden even more as it became clear that they would be our last for some time. Between school and the barn my days were overflowing, and Jaden was busy too.

On Saturday I taught lessons all day before spending some time gabbing with boarders in the arena’s viewing lounge. I jumped up when I saw the time; it was my job to feed on weekends, and I was running late. After distributing the hay I ran into the feedroom and grabbed the large metal grain cart, but groaned when it rolled too easily. It was empty. I sighed. Our stablehand Alan usually kept the cart filled, and when Alan wasn’t around Dec did it. I debated briefly. Dec was in the house but he wasn’t in a good mood, and I didn’t feel like hearing any lectures about my tardiness. I decided I could manage on my own. I pulled out the tubs of vitamins, minerals, and hoof-enhancing supplements from the bottom of the cart. I braced it against a wall so it wouldn’t roll and seized a sack of sweet feed — oats, barley and corn sweetened with a touch of molasses — and dragged it to the cart’s edge. I fiddled with the always-frustrating string closure; if you pulled the right end it was supposed to come out in one piece, but I usually lost patience before that happened and hacked the bag open with scissors. This time, though, the string pulled out easily with a soft zipping sound. Maybe I should buy a lottery ticket, I thought, since it seemed like this was my lucky day. I wrapped my arms around the bag’s middle and heaved. The grain bags were mixed especially for us by our local feed store, and they weighed forty kilograms each, or eighty-eight pounds. Considering I weighed about hundred and five, I was pretty proud of myself for being able to lift them at all. Until I felt the hot bite of pain in my upper back, that is. I watched the grain spill into the cart, cursing internally, until the bag emptied. I lifted the bag tentatively. Yup, there it was again — the screaming muscle between my shoulder blades. I kicked the grain cart’s wheel, hurting my toe.

“Dammit!” So much for it being my lucky day. I couldn’t afford to get hurt. I had school, I rode every day, and with Seth gone I had a lot more work to do.

By the time I was done feeding my panic had largely subsided, and when Jaden walked into the house an hour later, carrying Chinese take-out, I forgot about my back. We had dinner with Dec and Gran, who had been spending a lot of time at our place since my brother had left.

“Will you stay for the weekend, dear?” Gran asked.

“I can’t,” Jaden said sadly. “I just came to ride Kermit. Piba’s going to have to wait.”

I winced as we were clearing the table.

“What’s wrong?” Jaden asked.

“Just a little pulled muscle. It’s nothing. I’m not even sure where it is.”

He positioned himself behind me. “Hold your arm out straight.” When I did he took it and pulled it across my chest. With his other hand, he felt his way across my back. “Is this it?”

“Ow!” It felt as though he was pushing his thumb right into my muscle.

He released my arm and wrapped one of his around me, still standing behind me. His other hand began gently smoothing the hard knot in my muscle. I relaxed into his warm touch.

“What do you do when one of the horses pulls something?” he asked.

“Call the osteopath, the vet, or the massage therapist, depending,” I replied.

“But I’ll bet that for yourself you do nothing at all,” he accused.

“Not true — I call you and your magic hands.” I smiled at him over my shoulder.

Dec cleared his throat noisily from the living room. “I’m still here, you know.” He appeared in the doorway, and Jaden stopped massaging my back and turned me to face him.

“How did you hurt yourself?” he asked.

“It was Hades again, wasn’t it,” Dec said. “I keep telling you, Téa, he’s a man’s horse.”

“I don’t know how I did it,” I said, averting my eyes. Lying to Dec was almost second nature, but lying to Jaden was almost impossible. Talking to them at the same time like this was going to make me schizoid, and I quickly changed the subject.

“I’m double-booked for lessons tomorrow,” I told Dec. “Can you take one of them?”

“Sure,” he said with a sigh. Dec was tired too.

When he was done riding I walked Jaden back to his car. “You don’t remember how you hurt yourself?” he asked when we got there.

“No idea.”

“Really,” he said quietly. He took a step toward me. “You didn’t overdo it, or lift anything heavy in the barn?”

“No,” I said stubbornly. I took a step back and felt the car door hit my shoulder blades.

“Then tell me something. Why are you backing away from me?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again as his wolfish grin flashed across his face.

“Busted,” he murmured as he bent to kiss me. He broke away to murmur in my ear. “That’s the only body you’ve got, Téa. You need to take care of it, because I plan on holding onto it for the next eighty years or so.”

* * *
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I decided that both Jaden and Dec had a point; I needed to stay healthy and be able to handle Hades, so the next day I went to the gym at school. I got a trainer to help me set up an exercise program, and I started right away. I went home that night feeling stiff but hopeful. My workout didn’t seem like such a great idea the next morning when I got up at five a.m. to ride Hades, but I pushed through my tiredness. It was dark out, the arena was cold and Hades cranky, but it was oddly peaceful too, to ride with no one watching and nothing to distract us. By the end of our session, both of us were happy and relaxed, having focused purely on our communication.

I worked it out so that I got up early to ride three days a week after that. It was the only way I could manage since I was going to the gym during the breaks that I had previously spent studying. It better be worth it, I thought grimly.

Being busy had its upside — it distracted me from the phantom limb pain of Seth’s absence. I missed Teri too, but she and I texted a lot. Seth didn’t have a cell phone in Europe so we talked chiefly through emails and online chat, and he wasn’t a very regular correspondent. Without Seth around life lost its sparkle, and I was feeling a little too old and responsible when Kabir, Seth’s best friend, came home for spring break. Teri managed to come home that weekend too, and Kabir talked us into going to hear his new band, visiting with him from California. They’d gotten a gig at the nearby Wilfrid Laurier University pub.

I went to pick Teri up at her house. We hugged in the entryway before hurrying through the cold to the car.

“How’s New York?” I asked as I drove through the dark. Wilfrid Laurier was almost an hour’s drive so we had time to catch up.

“It’s great. Really hard sometimes — my body is killing me — but I’m so glad I took the chance and went down there. I’m getting lots of rides, and I’ll have my bug for a year so I can get good experience during that time.” The ‘bug’ was a weight advantage given to apprentice jockeys to entice trainers to use them.

“How are things here?” she went on.

“About the only thing that’s going well is Hades,” I admitted. “I miss Seth like crazy, I have way too much work, and I hardly ever see Jaden. I can’t wait for summer.”

The bar was a pretty typical grungy college place. There was no cloakroom so we piled our coats and purses on a chair, and laughed when we saw that we were wearing almost identical tank tops and jeans.

“There you are!” Kabir descended on us, flashing his dimples and hugging us each in turn. “Wow, it’s good to see you.”

We were having a drink together, something I still wasn’t used to, when Kabir’s bandmates showed up, three skinny white guys who made Kabir look even bigger and browner than usual. Kabir introduced us, but the guys soon excused themselves to go set up.

“You look good, Kabir.” I smiled at him. He seemed different; his hair was spikier, his clothes trendier, and his manner more confident.

“Yeah,” Teri echoed the sentiment.

“Thanks. I still can’t believe our boy.” He shook his head. “Have you heard from him lately?”

“Yep. He’s working part-time tutoring English if you can believe it.” We all laughed, since Seth’s spelling had been the subject of more than one joke.

Kabir put his arm around me. “How are you holding up?” His dark eyes watched my face in the low light of the bar.

I shrugged and looked away. His arm tightened around me. “Don’t worry, I’ll kick his ass for both of us when he gets back.”

Kabir tossed back the rest of his drink and went onstage, and Teri slid into the seat next to me to watch. We’d heard Kabir play guitar and sing before, mostly quiet ballads or campfire songs when we went to the local beach. But the minute the first chord was struck we knew this would be different, and halfway through the song we exchanged a long, delighted grin. The band had a punk sound and Kabir’s vocals as lead singer were amazing. He bounded over to us after his set, sweaty and out of breath.

“Who are you, and what have you done with the real Kabir?” Teri demanded.

Kabir grinned at her. “I like the new guy better.” He definitely had a new aplomb.

“I do too,” she said. Her green eyes didn’t leave his face, and she shifted slightly closer to him, looking even smaller next to his bulk.

It was liberating to act like a regular student for one night, but reality wasted no time in bashing me over the head. At least, that’s what it felt like when I had to get up and teach the next morning, and spring break meant more lessons than usual. It also gave me more time to ride, though, and I put it to good use.

My horse Cal was four and I’d stepped up his training, even riding him in some lessons with my coach Karen. One morning we joined Julia, already riding Jasmine; Karen had just returned from a three-week sojourn to the Florida shows.

“How come you don’t stay there for the season?” Julia asked curiously. We were walking our horses through the steamy wraiths created in the cold air by five sets of lungs.

Karen grinned. “Someone has to stay behind and teach the poor shmucks stuck in the cold.” Her freckled face was relaxed and her brown hair highlighted by the sun. It looked like she’d had a good trip; the pressure and expense of showing in Wellington could take its toll on coaches as well as riders.

“How’s Cal coming along?” Karen asked.

“Not bad,” I said evasively. In truth, work with Cal had stalled, and I didn’t know why. My approach to working with different horses always depended on their personalities. With the insecure types, I progressed slowly, building their confidence by allowing them to succeed often. With the overly bold ones, I provided just enough challenges to keep them interested until their skill level caught up to their enthusiasm. The very intelligent ones required variety.

Usually, I was good at figuring out what each horse needed but with Cal, I was stumped. He was nervous but soon bored of repetition. He was so flexible that he moved like an eel, yet he often acted stiff when I was mounted. I felt as though he was constantly seeking reassurance, which for some reason made me impatient with him — and I was almost never impatient with horses. They were in the game through no choice of their own, and as a consequence, I thought they deserved to be treated with as much respect as I could muster. But Cal... well, he annoyed me. And I had to find a way past that or we’d never make a great jumping team.

After we’d warmed up Karen set up a small gymnastic for us to jump. I approached it cautiously, trying not to think about the uncomplicated joy I’d felt when jumping Blaze. Cal jumped hesitantly, as though he was purposely holding back. I patted him for his effort anyways, stifling my frustration.

“He’s definitely got potential,” Karen said. I looked over at her in surprise — Karen had a great eye for horses, and she wasn’t given to false compliments.

Maybe, I conceded to myself, the issue wasn’t Cal. Maybe we simply weren’t clicking. After all, Cal was the antithesis of Blaze’s cheerful insouciance, and I had gelled perfectly with Blaze from day one. I worked hard for the rest of the lesson, determined to push aside my prejudices and learn to work with the horse I had now.

* * *
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The following evening Julia shuffled into the barn. Her eyes were red and swollen, and her usually sleek hair was a bedraggled mess. I ran over to her.

“What’s wrong?” I asked urgently.

“Can we talk in the house?” Her voice was hoarse with grief.

I went and asked Catherine, my unofficial assistant, to keep an eye on things. Then I linked my arm with Julia’s and we trudged through the snow to the house.

“D’you want a drink?” I asked as we shrugged off our coats. She shook her head, so I led the way to my bedroom. She flopped miserably onto the edge of my bed and I sat next to her, curling one leg under me so that I could face her. I waited until she was ready to talk.

Finally, she pushed her dark brown hair behind her ears and looked at me. “My parents are getting divorced.” Her whole face crumpled as she said it, and she began crying quietly.

“Oh, Jules, I’m so sorry,” I murmured. I put my arms around her. I smelled her expensive conditioner and felt her soft cashmere sweater under my fingers, and realized that what I’d always thought of as Julia’s perfect life was coming crashing down on her. The Yamamotos had always seemed like a perfectly happy married couple to me, but then again, what did I know?

When Julia stopped sobbing I got up and found her a box of tissues.

“What happened?” I prompted gently as I sat back down.

She blew her nose. “You’re never going to believe it, Téa. They said they’ve been thinking about it for years but they stayed together for me, to give me a stable childhood. As though it won’t affect me if they do it now!” She gave me a desperate look. “I feel like they’ve been lying to me my whole life!”

“Of course they haven’t. They love you, they were only trying to protect you.”

She shook her head. “Well, it sure doesn’t feel that way. Can I stay here tonight? I don’t want to go home.”

“Sure, you can stay as long as you want,” I assured her, patting her back.

I set Julia up in the guestroom. Dec had always been fine with our friends staying over — one of the few things he was lenient about. The next day I couldn’t spend as much time with her as I would have liked since I was working. After breakfast she moped around Jasmine’s stall for a while, then she helped me turn out some horses, and by mid-afternoon, I hugged her goodbye and she headed home.

“How is Julia faring?” Gran asked at dinnertime.

“She’s taking it really hard,” I said, worried.

“She’s probably not used to dealing with family problems,” Dec noted. I suspected that was true.

Jaden made a surprise appearance early the next day.

“I thought you had to study?” I asked, delighted. Gran was teaching the first morning class, so I grabbed Jaden by the hand and towed him to the house. We were barely through the door when I turned and leaned against him, reaching up on my tiptoes and pulling his head down to kiss him. I felt him smile under my mouth.

“I missed you too,” he murmured.

I needed another coffee, so we settled in the kitchen and I told him Julia’s sad news. He shook his head.

“It’s going around. We have some familial drama unfolding as well.” He put his hand over mine on the table. “My dad is getting remarried.”

“What?” I hadn’t even known his dad was seriously dating anyone.

“He’s been seeing this woman for less than a year, and suddenly he’s in a big rush to get married, because — brace yourself — they want to have a child together.” Jaden’s grim visage made it clear what he thought of that idea.

“Wow,” I whispered. I sat silently.

Jaden went on, his lips pressed into a thin line. “His fiancée already has a four-year-old son, and she’s almost forty, so they’re trying for a baby right away.”

I pulled my hand out from under his and ran it gently up and down his corded forearm. His muscles were hard with tension. “I guess you’re not excited about having a much younger brother or sister.”

“He has no business having more kids! He did enough damage with us,” Jaden growled.

“Who, Peter?” Dec was suddenly in the doorway, frowning.

Jaden gave a jerky nod and explained the situation. But instead of being upset, Dec’s expression cleared.

“That explains a lot,” he muttered. He got himself some coffee and joined us at the table. Jaden and I exchanged a confused look.

“Your dad’s been pressuring me to sell the barn,” Dec said, as though that made any sense. He took a deep breath. “You know that when he got laid off last year, he took a lower-paying job, right?” He directed his question to Jaden, who nodded. “And he made some unwise investments, which means that he’s been living well below the standard he’s used to. With a kid on the way, he’ll want to bring in as much cash as he can.”

“But what does any of that have to do with the barn?” I interjected.

“My dad left the property to all three of his kids,” Dec explained. “The business actually leases the grounds from the estate — it was set up that way back when Gran ran the riding school and Granddad had a job. If we sell the property, the profit will be split four ways between Gran, my siblings and me.”

I was completely stunned. I sat with my mouth hanging open, incapable of even forming a thought for several minutes.

“What type of lease does Gran have?” Jaden’s nimble mind, of course, was already analyzing the situation.

“It’s a perpetual lease that’s valid as long as one of Granddad’s descendants runs the stable. Why?”

“I’m just wondering what kind of pressure my dad can exert on you to sell.”

“He can’t force us into anything,” Dec said reassuringly, his gaze settling on me.

“But... how come I didn’t know about this?” I asked. My voice was barely more than a whisper, and I felt unaccountably shaky. No wonder Julia had been devastated, I thought suddenly. It’s a shock when you grow up thinking things are a certain way and suddenly you find they’re different.

Dec shrugged. “It never came up. You’ve never asked how the business was structured, and it makes no difference to how we do things day-to-day.”

I shook my head slowly to clear it. It seemed to me that we should have been told, but I couldn’t say why I felt that way. I only knew that suddenly, I felt a lot less secure in my home.

I stared into Dec’s light blue eyes. “Are you planning to sell?” I asked.

He hesitated, and in that tiny pause, I felt my stomach drop. “Not anytime soon,” he said quietly. “This is your home. I want to keep it at least until you finish school.”

I could hear my breath coming unnaturally fast but I couldn’t seem to slow it. I felt Jaden’s hand smooth my hair, then move in soothing circles over my back.

“Take a walk with me,” he suggested, pulling me from my chair. I balked at the front door. It was cold out, and I didn’t want to face anyone in the barn in my stunned state. Instead, I took Jaden’s hand and headed for my room.

“Téa,” he objected as I tugged him inside. Dec would be angry if he saw, but I couldn’t have cared less about Dec’s feelings at that moment.

“It’s not like I’m going to ravage you,” I muttered, closing the door. “I just need a minute to think.”

We settled on my bed, and his reassuring arms closed around me. I rested my head against his shoulder and felt no desire to talk. Or move, but a quick glance at my alarm clock indicated that I had students arriving. I huddled closer for a few minutes before pulling away with a sigh.

“I have to go work. Will you stay?”

He nodded. “I’ll ride, and then I’ll take you out for lunch.”

Somehow while I was teaching in the cold indoor arena my brain got unstuck and started ticking over with questions. The only one that really counted, though, was whether I could trust Dec when he said he wouldn’t sell.

We went to the tiny town of Julien’s only restaurant for lunch. It was a diner-style place, but they made good breakfasts so I ordered an omelet. Neither of us spoke while we waited for our food. It was one of the things I loved about Jaden; he didn’t feel the need to fill up silences. Instead, he made them feel special and intimate. He cupped his hands around my cold ones on the table.

The food came, and I finished half my plate before I felt restored enough to speak. “I still don’t understand. I thought Gran owned the barn?”

“Gran owns the business,” Jaden explained. “She owns the horses, the tack, and the equipment, but she rents the location. The actual property — the land, house, and barn — belongs to Dec, Penny and my dad.”

“Did you know about this?” I asked. “You seem to understand it a lot better than I do.”

“I only knew that my dad expected to get a portion of the money if the barn ever sold. I didn’t know any details.”

“But why would Granddad make things so complicated?”

Jaden shrugged. “He didn’t really. It’s not an unusual setup for a business; there were probably tax advantages at the time.”

I searched Jaden’s eyes. The gold flecks floating in pools of clear light brown never failed to mesmerize me, but today I refused to be distracted. “Do you think it’s true that your dad can’t force Dec to sell?”

He thought about it for a minute. “Up to a point. He could possibly ask Dec to pay him for his share, but the real deciding factor will be Aunt Penny. The two of them could conceivably take Dec to court and force him into selling.”

I felt my mouth drop open for about the tenth time that day. “Do you think she would?”

“I don’t know, Téa. Stacey will be starting university next year. Faced with paying for her child’s education, even Aunt Penny might be tempted.”

This was turning out to be the least relaxing spring break ever. I went back to work and moved through the day on autopilot, and woke up the next day feeling less apprehensive. Nothing would be decided anytime soon, I figured, and in truth, I didn’t have any energy to spare for worrying.

* * *
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Two days later I was getting ready to ride when I heard a loud smack. I whirled around in time to see Hades fling his head up and step back to the limit of the crossties.

“Dec!” I exclaimed, striding over angrily.

“That brute tried to take a chunk out of me,” he growled. He gave me a hard stare, but I didn’t back down.

“That’s no reason to hit him,” I snapped. Then I gulped. The barn was full, and defying him in front of the boarders was undoubtedly a bad idea.

I watched Dec’s eyes narrow at my impertinence. “Get in the house, Téa.”

“Okay, but-”

“Now.”

I glanced over at Lisa, whose pinto gelding was on the crossties facing Hades.

“I’ll watch him,” she said quietly. I headed for the house, fuming, and once inside started pacing the living room. Dec hadn’t followed behind me, but that wasn’t a surprise. It was a tactic he’d often employed when Seth and I were younger; he’d make us go into the house and wait for him, and usually, the suspense was almost as bad as the punishment. Not this time, I thought grimly. I was fed up with being treated like a child, so when Dec came in I faced him squarely.

“What’s going on, Dec?” I demanded.

He looked taken aback, but he stepped closer. His light blue eyes reminded me of ice when he was angry, and he was definitely angry now. “I won’t stand for insolence, Téa. I still expect you to treat me with some respect.”

My heart was starting to pound from his tense proximity. I took a deep breath.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I explained. I realized I wasn’t looking at him and forced myself to raise my eyes. “But Hades was entrusted to me, and I don’t want him getting head-shy.” I hurried on as Dec opened his mouth. “I’ll teach him not to bite, okay?”

He hesitated, watching my face, but I could see the rigid set of his stocky shoulders begin to relax, and I tried to keep my expression sincere. Finally, he nodded.

I thought about it as I trudged back to the barn. Hades had disliked Dec on sight, and Dec wasn’t much fonder of the horse. At first, I’d figured that Hades had issues with men — it wasn’t uncommon — but as it transpired, he had liked Jaden and Seth just fine. He was a very dominant horse, and his cresty neck and wide, solid muscling made me think he’d been gelded late, which would give him more of a stallion’s personality. That alpha outlook would be enough to cause him to clash with Dec, who expected clear submissiveness from all the horses he interacted with. I didn’t know how I was going to get either of them to back down, but they had to learn to live with each other.

“He was a good boy,” Lisa said when I got back. Hades pushed her with his nose and she stumbled sideways with a startled laugh. She righted herself and patted him, recognizing that from Hades the shove was a mark of affection. She tucked a strand of wispy blond hair behind her ear as her eyes moved to study me, and I looked away quickly. Her obvious concern left me feeling both embarrassed and touched.

“Is everything all right?”

“Other than the fact that Dec still thinks I’m twelve, great,” I said sourly.

Lisa smiled the gentle smile that had soothed many a hurt. “I think Dec is having a hard time letting you grow up. After all, the more he lets go of you, the more he lets go of your mother.”

I grumbled about the incident to Jaden when he came over. To my surprise, he smiled.

“That’s just his way. It’s not that he’s treating you like a child.”

“He doesn’t treat you that way,” I pointed out sulkily. Like a child.

“I earned his respect. I stood on my own two feet in the world, made a success of my career, bought a place to live... you’ll get there, querida. Dec’s not easy to impress.”

Maybe my performance with Hades that year would impress him, I thought, since Hades was so monumentally improved. We were planning to start the season in the 1.35-meter division — a shade under four and a half feet — but I hoped he’d move up quickly from there. I was thrilled when his owner, Monica, called me with plans to go to the first A-rated show of the year.

“Get back to me as soon as possible,” Monica said after we’d discussed it. “I need to make the arrangements and there isn’t much time left.” As soon as I hung up I bounced to the barn to see Dec, smiling all the way. I found him putting envelopes into the boarder’s cubbies.

“Guess what?” I said. “Monica and Neil want me to ride Hades at the Fieldstone show in Massachusetts. Isn’t that awesome?”

He frowned. “Hold on. When will you be gone?”

“Um, Friday to Monday of the week after next.” I wasn’t smiling anymore.

“So you’ll miss two days of school just before exams, and you won’t take your students to the schooling show that weekend? Weren’t some of them planning on it?”

“Well, yes, but Catherine can go with them.”

“They’re your students, Téa,” he said impatiently. “They’ll want their own coach at a show. And I don’t like the idea of you missing school.”

I felt anxiety filling me like sludge. “But Dec, this is a big show,” I pleaded. “And the prize money’s good.” Appealing to his financial sense was one of the few things that routinely worked to convince Dec.

“I don’t see why you have to go so far — in a month you can go to Eastwood, and you won’t miss any school that way. No one else is doing A shows now.”

“Everyone who’s in Florida is! It’s hard enough to compete when I don’t get to ride down there; going to Fieldstone may at least give me a bit of an edge,” I said.

He shook his head. “I’ve got a lot on my mind right now. Let me think about it.” He turned back to his sorting.

“But I have to answer Monica today,” I said desperately.

“She’ll wait,” he growled.

I knew better than to push him further or he’d say no out of sheer orneriness. Anxiety made me jittery for the rest of the day, and I felt resentment oozing blackly from my cells. I was nineteen years old. I was responsible for my own life, but not allowed to live it as I saw fit. I was responsible for my own career, but not allowed to follow my passion. I felt suffocated, as though the life I was living was a pale mirror image of the one I was truly destined for. Maybe I could never be great, but I wanted the chance to try.

I went into the house, hoping a cup of tea would help calm me. I used the boot scraper on the porch to clean my boots before going in. It was shaped like a hedgehog, and you rubbed your boots against the “quills” — tough bristles that scraped the bulk of the mud off. I felt myself sag as I stepped through the door. If Seth were here there would be trails of mud across the entrance floor, his boots would be dropped right in front of the door where they’d be sure to trip me, and his jacket would as likely be on the floor as on its hook. But — after I’d yelled at him or picked up after him, depending on my mood — he’d tow me into the kitchen for his fourteenth snack of the day and he’d make me laugh and think, as I often did, that it was those small everyday moments that made life worthwhile. If only Seth were here, he’d make Dec smile and I’d get my answer right away.

Toward evening I called Jaden. He was still at school and sounded weary. My frustration with Dec poured out, and Jaden listened quietly until I was done. A long pause followed.

“I know you’re busy,” I said apologetically.

“It’s not that, Téa. Don’t you think Dec has a point about focusing on school?”

It took me a minute to be able to speak. “I maintained an A-minus average last semester, even with everything else I had going on,” I protested. Mucking stalls for a month, finding my biological father, and my twin’s growing discontent had been more than minor distractions.

“And I’m proud of you for that. Now imagine if you actually focused all your energy on school — don’t you think your average would rise to A or even A plus?” he asked.

I felt confused and irritated all at the same time. “You know I can’t focus all my energy on school.”

“You can’t, or you don’t want to?” He questioned me gently, but my confusion was rapidly dissipating, leaving ire in its place.

“I didn’t realize my academic success was so all-important to you,” I snapped.

“Of course it’s important to me, Téa. We’re building a life together.”

I felt the sharp knife-thrust of betrayal. “I’ve got to go,” I said, abruptly ending the conversation.

I dropped the phone and held my head in my hands. Jaden knew better than anyone how important my riding was to me. I’d always thought he fully supported my goals, and for him to now question them — to side with Dec — left me reeling with confusion and hurt.

* * *
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Dec relented in the end. It was weird going to a show without any of my friends, although to my relief I wasn’t alone with the Donalds, Hades’ owners, because Karen brought a horse too and I drove down with her. It wasn’t a show she normally attended because as Dec had said, in early April most people are either resting after Florida or just gearing up for the show season in the Northeast.

Karen’s chestnut horse was stabled right next to Hades, and as we went to feed them their breakfast the next morning Karen abruptly halted, grinning.

“You’re going to love this,” she said, pointing to Hades’ stall. Hanging on the metal door of the temporary stabling was a sign with Hades’ show name, ‘Lord of the Underworld’. I thought it was a fairly pretentious name to begin with, but the sign had so much bling on it that my eyes hurt. His name was written in some kind of glittery red paint, and the whole thing was framed by what looked like rhinestones. It wasn’t the kind of thing you ever saw at a conservative Hunter/Jumper show.

Karen went to feed her horse, still chuckling, and I stomped through the fresh shavings of the stall to feed Hades. He wasn’t very polite and kept trying to shove his nose into the bucket before I got to his feed tub. I was so busy fending him off that I almost missed it — something shiny at the bottom of his tub. I scooped it out quickly before dumping the grain in and leaving Hades to eat.

“Check this out,” I said to Karen, holding out the clear stone I’d found. She raised it to eye level. It was about the size of a golf ball.

“Hello, hello,” Monica sang out cheerfully as she arrived. “Oh, I see you found one of my crystals.”

“Luckily, because it was in Hades’ stall,” I told her.

“Well, yes, I put it there. My astrologer said that it would help to clear away his negative energy,” she explained.

I stared at her for a minute, dumbstruck. I very carefully didn’t look at Karen, who was covering up her laughter with a coughing fit.

Finally, I cleared my throat. “Monica, you can’t put crystals in Hades’ stall, it’s dangerous. What if he had eaten it?”

She waved a hand airily. “Oh, I’m sure he knows better than to eat a rock. Animals are much more intelligent than we give them credit for, you know.”

Really? I had no idea, I thought snarkily. I only trained them for a living, after all. “I agree, but I’ve also seen horses die from colic after eating strange things. Do you really want to take a chance? Trust me, his energy’s fine.”

She gave a little pout. It looked odd on her since she was in her fifties. She had pouffy shoulder-length bleached blond hair, long magenta fingernails, and matching lipstick. She was wearing swishy wide-legged beige pants and a pink top that didn’t flatter her slightly overweight body. She wasn’t unattractive, but it looked as though she was trying too hard. She was a very successful real estate agent, so I could only imagine she dressed differently at work.

She handed me her purse. “Hold Taffy and I’ll get the rest of the crystals.” I didn’t understand what she meant until I looked down. It wasn’t a purse at all, but one of those shoulder bags people use to carry dogs. A tiny head popped out. The dog had silky long hair tied on top of its head with a ridiculous pink bow, and she quivered with excitement as she looked around with bulging eyes. When I reached into the bag to pat her she licked my hand enthusiastically.

Monica emerged from the stall with two more crystals, and I handed Taffy back to her.

“She’s very cute,” I said. I meant it — it wasn’t the dog’s fault that she was carried around in a garish pink bag.

Neil came puffing up. I was surprised to see them this early; they’d rented a condo with some friends. “We’re off to do some sightseeing,” he said in his usual officious way. “Our friends came a long way to watch Hades perform, so I hope he’s ready to impress them.”
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