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“Thank you, Ms. Everson. We’ll be in touch.”

I stood and shook my interviewer’s hand, hoping he wouldn’t feel the clamminess of mine, before hurrying outside as fast as my high heels and pencil skirt allowed. I’d worn a sensible business suit with a fitted jacket and skirt that ended just above the knee, but I hadn’t been able to resist the rather un-businesslike pale blue color.

“Shoot!” I exclaimed when I saw the time on the car dashboard. If today was a big day for me, it was even bigger for my children. For their ninth birthday two days before I’d given them something they’d been asking for since they could talk — horseback riding lessons. I’d saved for months to afford it, and today was their first lesson.

I pulled into the driveway of our little row house and had barely gotten out of the car when my kids came tearing outside, faces flushed with excitement.

“Did one of you lock the door?” I asked.

“Yeah,” my daughter Téa said breathlessly. Of course it had been she who remembered; I considered it a win if Seth, my son, remembered both of his shoes. I ushered them into our old Pontiac, worriedly noting the rust creeping up the sides. I’d have to replace the car soon. I wished I’d had time to at least change my shoes because driving in two-inch heels was a pain. Being over five foot eight, I rarely felt the need to wear heels, but I’d wanted to make an impression at my interview.

“Mom, we’re going to be late,” Téa whined from the backseat. I glimpsed her small dark head bobbing up and down with impatience in my rear-view mirror. She had gotten up before six that morning to dress carefully in dark gray leggings, a purple sweater, and polka-dotted rubber boots in order to be prepared for the day’s lesson.

“Why did you call her Mom?” Seth broke in. “Quit trying to sound so grown up. I still call her Mommy.”

“That’s ’cause you’re way more of a baby than I am.”

“We’re twins, dummy. We’re the same age.”

“Mom, Seth called me a dummy!”

“Only because you’re being one!”

“Kids, please be nice,” I said vaguely. I tried to ignore them, focusing instead on finding my way along the confusing back roads. I’d hastily drawn a map on a piece of notepaper and it dangled, crumpled, from my hand on the steering wheel.

“There it is!” Seth exclaimed. He pointed to a faded wooden sign that read ‘Shady Lane Stables’. Téa was right; we were a half hour late as I pulled into the long, tree-lined driveway.

The kids hurtled out of the car before I could even get my seat belt off. I hurried after them, passing the large beige barn and finding them at a white fence, their heads poking between the boards. Inside the fenced area, a woman was riding a huge brown beast.

“Wow, look at him!” Seth exclaimed. Téa said nothing, her eyes intently following the horse’s every move.

“Can I help you?” A large male voice behind me made me jump, and I spun around too quickly, almost tripping.

“Yes,” I said breathlessly, righting myself. “My children are here for their lesson. Téa and Seth?”

“Our instructor just left. She thought you were a no-show,” the man said. I glanced at the kids. Dismay was already blooming on their faces.

“Oh, but surely... I mean, we’re not that late. I got lost, and it’s slow going on those potholed dirt roads.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. They were the color of icebergs, and about as warm. “I’m sorry our country roads aren’t up to your standards but in my world, an hour late is very late.”

“What? No, their lesson was at four.”

“You’re supposed to arrive at least half an hour early to get the horse ready. You can schedule another time,” he said tersely. He turned to go.

My heart began to race. This was my children’s birthday present, it was supposed to make them happy, and I could see Seth’s sensitive little face beginning to crumple in that way that preceded tears.

“No!” I exclaimed. I hurried after him and he stopped and faced me, dark brows raised. In my heels, we were eye-to-eye. “It’s my fault we’re late, but please don’t make my children pay for my mistake. They’ve wanted to learn to ride for years and this is their birthday present.” His face remained unmoved. “Please. They’re children,” I begged.

A curt nod was his only answer, but when he approached the kids his entire demeanor changed. “Okay, you’re stuck with me teaching you today. My name’s Declan. And you are?” He extended a large hand and Téa immediately shook it with her tiny one, introducing herself.

“And this is my brother Seth,” she said.

“Can’t he speak for himself?” Declan asked. Téa looked as startled as I felt. She often spoke for her brother; it suited both of them as he tended toward shy.

Declan looked at Seth expectantly. My son held out his hand and whispered, “Hi, I’m Seth.”

The man looked the boy up and down as they shook hands. “You look like a strong kid, why don’t you come help me carry the tack?”

“Oh, me me, I want to help,” Téa squeaked, jumping up and down. The kids skipped after Declan into the barn. I followed slowly, relieved that our trip hadn’t ended in disaster, and smiling at the look on Seth’s face at being called ‘strong’. He was a skinny child, his thinness accentuated by his mop of long white-blond hair and his large blue eyes. We frequently heard, “Your daughter looks just like you,” from people who were looking straight at Seth, although thankfully he rarely seemed bothered by it.

My now-muddy heels made muffled clicks down a wide cement aisle. The horse’s cages —whatever they were called — were paneled in rich wood tones, and several large heads turned toward me. I kept nervously away from them as my children staggered in under loads of leather implements and brushes. The stable hand slid open a door and went inside; he emerged with a large black horse that he tied in the aisle. Téa immediately reached up to pet its nose.

“Don’t get close to its feet!” I exclaimed. Declan shot me a derisive look.

“They’re not feet, Mommy, they’re hooves,” Téa corrected, in her excitement forgetting to be cool and call me ‘Mom’. Declan began showing them how to brush the animal. When Seth started to walk around its rear I scooted forward and grabbed him.

“There’s no hovering allowed in the barn,” Declan declared. “Why don’t you go wait for us outside?” I hesitated, frowning. “I promise to bring them out with all their fingers and toes intact,” he said.

Outside, the late October day was as quiet as a held breath. Fall had been slow in coming and scarlet, gold, and swaths of tenacious green undulated gently as far as my eye could see.  I breathed deeply and tried to shed the stress of the day.

The kids emerged looking adorable in their huge borrowed helmets. Téa was tiny next to the horse she was leading. When I started to follow Declan gestured, unsmiling, to a two-tiered bench. I felt a momentary irritation before going to sit on it. I was paying for these lessons, paying more than I could afford, and he was treating me as though I was an annoyance rather than a customer. I’d never keep my job if I acted that way. Some people just had no clue about customer service, but then, that’s probably why he worked in a barn and was dressed in a stained T-shirt and muddy boots.

Once inside the fenced area, Declan took Téa under the arms and swung her onto the horse’s back. He fiddled with the contraptions for her feet and showed her how to hold the leather straps. Then he sent Seth to sit next to me while the horse started walking in a circle at the end of a long rope.

“Sit up tall and proud,” Declan said. Next to me, Seth straightened up and I put my arm around him, suddenly happy. The surpassing joy on my daughter’s face made all the saving and rushing around worthwhile. We watched while Téa did a series of exercises on the horse: she swung her arms in circles, moved her legs forward, back, and to the sides, and tried to touch the horse’s ears and tail. Being small for her age, she couldn’t manage either of the last two, and her face scrunched up in determination as she inched up the horse’s long neck.

“Okay, that’s far enough,” Declan said, grinning. “You’ll have to grow a bit before you can reach Panda’s ears, but that was a good effort. You ready to try a trot?”

“Ooh yes!” Téa squealed. I tightened my hold on Seth, squeezing my other hand into a fist while the horse started going faster. Téa was bouncing like a rag doll while holding on to the front of the saddle. I leaned forward, my breath coming faster. This didn’t look safe.

“Remember what we practiced at the walk? Stand up and sit down,” Declan exhorted. The bouncing stopped as my tiny child started moving in sync with the huge animal.

“You’re doing great, honey!” I called, clapping my hands.

Declan threw an irritated glance my way. “Keep it down in the peanut gallery. Horses are easily startled.” Killjoy, I thought, but it didn’t diminish my gladness.

The horse slowed to a walk again. “Okay, it’s your brother’s turn,” Declan said, approaching the horse’s head.

“Aw, already? But I just got on,” Téa protested.

Declan looked her straight in the eye. “There’s no whining in riding. It’s a sport, and it can be a dangerous one, so while you’re in the saddle you do what I say without question. Got it?” A flare of heat surged through my chest and I was about to leap to my daughter’s defense when Téa said, “Got it,” matter-of-factly. She didn’t seem upset, and Declan helped her off the horse before beckoning Seth over.

“Did you see me? It was so great,” Téa said breathlessly as she scrambled up beside me. She flung her little arms around me and hugged me hard. “You’re the best mommy ever.” I wrapped my arms around her, my heart swelling with gratitude that I’d managed to give my children this experience.

“Oh, the horse is moving again,” I said, turning to watch Seth.

“His name’s Panda,” Téa informed me. “Go, Seth!” Fortunately, Declan didn’t quell this show of sisterly enthusiasm, because I’d been ready to pounce if he had. Seth went through the same exercises, although he looked less sure of himself and wasn’t smiling widely as Téa had been. When the horse sped up —trotted, Téa said —Seth fell forward and clutched Panda’s neck.

“You’ve got to be brave to ride a horse,” Declan boomed. He wasn’t yelling but his speaking voice was so loud. He slowed the horse to a walk and adjusted Seth’s position. They tried again. Once again, Seth collapsed forward, fear now apparent on his face. I clutched Téa’s hand nervously, wondering if I should intervene. Declan didn’t seem like the right type of person to help with my shy boy’s fears. Once again, Panda stopped. Declan walked to the horse’s head, looping up the rope, and looked up at my son. He murmured to him; they were at the other end of the ring where I couldn’t hear. Seth nodded.

The horse started walking, and Seth stood up and sat down. When the horse trotted, my son was supposed to match its rhythm, but he couldn’t seem to get it. Over and over they tried, the horse going from walk to trot and back again, Declan occasionally calling instructions but mostly watching Seth struggle. Dusk had gathered and my uncovered legs were freezing before they quit.

Seth led the horse back to the barn, his face serious.

“Don’t worry about it,” Declan said to him as they tied the horse back up. “Posting is one of those things that you either get right away or that takes a while. This one,” he turned and rapped his knuckles on Téa’s helmet, “is a natural. But that doesn’t mean that you won’t be better than her if you work at it.”

Oh great, he’s pitting them against each other, I thought sourly. I was always careful not to foster any competition between my children, as it was a common problem with twins. The kids helped brush and put away the horse while I waited, glad of the barn’s warmth. The lessons were paid for in advance, and once Panda was put away Declan turned to us.

“Natalie will see you next week at three-thirty,” he said, emphasizing the time. He was unsmiling as his eyes met mine. I felt like I was back in school being chastised, and scowled at him.

“Come on, kids, it’s late,” I said. Sure enough, it was dark as the kids ran to the car. I turned on the heat, my scowl melting as I listened to their excited chatter in the back seat. There wouldn’t be time to make dinner, so I’d have to find a drive-through. I concentrated on finding my way back along the dark country roads.

“Who wants Harvey’s?”  I asked once I’d gotten us back to the lights of civilization.

A chorus of “Me me mees,” erupted from the back seat. I decided to eat inside —the twins always left such a mess when they ate in the car — and dropped tiredly into the hard plastic chair with our food. It had been a very long day.

“This has been the best day ever.” Téa sighed. She was holding a burger almost as large as her face, her expression blissful.

“Yeah, it was pretty great,” Seth agreed through a mouthful of fries.

“You know honey, it’s okay if you were scared. You don’t have to keep riding if you don’t like it,” I told him, cringing inwardly at the money I’d spent. Hopefully, I could sell the balance of his lessons if he didn’t continue.

Seth frowned. “But I do like it. Declan said I could be better than Téa if I try.”

“Who’s better isn’t important. What matters is that you enjoy yourself.”

“Well, I did,” he said.

It was bedtime when we got home. “Get ready and I’ll be up in a minute to tuck you in,” I said. As they ran up the narrow stairs I wished I had their energy. I pulled off my high heels — they were probably ruined — and sank onto the couch with a groan, rubbing my feet. A nice long bath would be perfect, but it was in no way possible. If I was lucky Téa would change into her pajamas, but Seth was probably playing with Legos, and they’d both need supervision to brush their teeth. I had dishes to do and lunches to pack before I could go to sleep, not to mention a pile of unopened mail that I should probably look at.

I padded into the tiny kitchen and put on the kettle before trudging slowly up the stairs. The landing was small; my bedroom called to me from the left but I ignored it and turned to the right, into the kids’ room. Téa’s bed was against the far wall and she bounced gently on it while pulling on her favorite yellow bunny pajamas. Seth was sorting through Pokémon cards on the floor. His bed was on the wall opposite Téa’s, and I went to retrieve his PJs from under his pillow.

“Come on, honey.” I followed Téa into the bathroom and watched her wash her hands and face and brush her teeth. The kids should have had a shower after riding, but it was late and I was too tired for the effort it would take to make them do it. Once Téa was done, Seth came in. I found a brush and slicked his wet bangs away from his face while he brushed his teeth. His eyes, an impossibly warm blue, met mine in the mirror and for a moment I simply sank into my love for him. Being a mom was the hardest thing I’d ever done, but by far the best.
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I wasn’t popular when I woke the kids at seven the next morning.

“Come on, sleepyheads,” I coaxed as I stepped over toys toward Téa’s bed. I pulled back her bright flowered comforter to find her huddled in a ball in the middle of the bed. “Time to get up.” I kissed her silky hair and turned to pull away Seth’s comforter, this one dark blue with stars.

They grumbled and complained, but after feeding them a quick bowl of cereal I managed to herd them onto the school bus. I turned back to the kitchen with a sigh of relief, pulling my cotton bathrobe around me. This was ‘my’ time; I had over an hour before I had to leave for work. I made some coffee and sat in the sunny living room to check my email. The warm terra-cotta walls gave the room a cozy glow. After a second coffee, I folded the children’s pajamas and made their beds. Their room was in its usual disastrous state, but somehow it felt neater with the beds made. Then I had a shower and left for work.

We lived on the outskirts of Burlington, Ontario because the rent was cheaper, so I had a half-hour to think during my drive. Those riding lessons were going to be much more time-consuming than I’d planned. I hadn’t counted on all the horse-care time. I’d have to make sure the kids did extra homework before the next one, and hopefully, I wouldn’t have to deal with that horrible man again. He had put a definite damper on what should have been a completely happy experience.

I parked at the outer edge of the mall’s parking lot as I was supposed to and let myself in.

“Good morning, Ted,” I said as I passed the guy in the cell phone booth.

“Mornin’ beautiful,” he called back. I smiled to myself. It was silly, but it made me feel good that a ridiculously young man still complimented me.

The tapping of my soles echoed in the cavernous space until I reached The Memo, the store I managed. I unlocked the accordion doors, heaved them aside and set about opening while wondering where Jan, my friend and co-worker, could be. She rushed in ten minutes later with coffee as an apology.

“Wow, Starbucks,” I said appreciatively, catching a waft of caramel from my cup. “You’re not that late.”

“No, but I couldn’t get the cash to balance yesterday,” Jan said, cackling. She stowed her purse under the counter and wrapped her freshly manicured hands around her own coffee. “It’s called ‘Vampire’s Kiss’. You like it?” she asked, showing me her nails. I nodded, although I couldn’t ever see much difference between the shades of red that lacquered her nails.

“Thanks for covering yesterday,” I said. Jan was coming in early for ten Tuesdays in a row so that I could take the twins to their lessons.

“Anything for you, Ellie. How’d it go?” she asked, flipping her hair back. It was currently long and blond like mine, only hers was dyed. She’d gone through every imaginable color in the time I’d known her, but this pale shade didn’t suit her.

“The kids loved it, but it was a long evening. The woman I spoke to on the phone wasn’t there so a guy who works in the barn taught them. He was kind of mean about it, they almost didn’t get their lesson.”

“Jerk,” Jan said. “I hope you tell his boss on him.”

Our store sold women’s office wear with styles more trendy than stodgy. We weren’t busy that morning, which gave me much-needed time to catch up on paperwork. I was glad with my day’s work when I left at five to pick up the kids from after-school care. It was the worst possible time to be driving, of course, and by the time I’d collected them it was past five-thirty.

“We need to swing by the grocery store on our way home,” I said.

“Oh no, I don’t want to!” “I’m tired. Can’t you bring us home first?” They spoke over top of each other.

“I’m sorry, my loves, but it’s on the way. You can stay in the car while I run in, okay?” They opted to come in with me, in the end, and I spent twenty extra dollars on junk food out of guilt for not having food in the house. For dinner, we had salad and frozen macaroni and cheese. The kids loved it but I was nostalgic for the good homemade meals my aunt used to make. I vaguely remembered some of the things my mother used to cook too, but I’d left her behind in Sweden when I was eleven and had lived in Canada with Tant Agda — my aunt — after that.

“Téa, go shower while I help Seth with his homework,” I said as I cleared the dishes.

Téa miraculously didn’t complain, but Seth said, “Can’t I watch TV first?”

“No, honey, your teacher says you’re falling behind in math. You need to work on it every night.” By the time he’d dragged his backpack over and spread out his math on the table, I was almost done with the dishes. I dried my hands and went to sit with him.

Forty minutes of struggle later, Seth was exhausted and I thought I’d be happy never to see another number. “Go take a shower, sweetheart. Thanks for working so hard,” I said, kissing his forehead.

The pattern didn’t vary much that week. In exchange for not working evenings, I worked every second Saturday, so the kids stayed with a neighbor that day. The twins were hopping with excitement when Tuesday rolled around again.

“I’ll meet you here right after school,” I said as they got on the bus. I reminded the bus driver that the kids were taking the bus home on Tuesdays rather than going to after-school care.

I’d been trying not to dwell on my interview since I wouldn’t get an answer for a month, but it was hard not to imagine how our lives would change if I got the regional manager job. No more working weekends, almost double the money, and that was just to start. I could also earn bonuses. To finally not worry about every penny would be a dream come true and I indulged the fantasy to the fullest on my drive to work.

The day was unusually busy, but I glanced at the clock frequently to be sure I’d leave on time. As I was gathering my things to go Jan called me over to the cash.
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