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Chapter One


Evie





Perfect venue. Perfect evening. Perfect wedding. 

Well, of course, not perfect — if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my decade of event planning, it’s that no wedding ever is — but my job is all about creating the illusion of perfection.

“Perfect job, as usual.”

Anyone else looking at Derek would pronounce him perfect as well, from the expensive leather of his shoes — unmarred by a single speck of city grime — to his meticulously cut hair. Because I know where to look, though, I can spot the rough patch of eczema behind his right ear — and, of course, I hold the memory of him telling me he didn’t see children in his future. Not that I definitively did, but I wasn’t prepared to rule it out in my early twenties. That ended our engagement, but it didn’t end our business.

The business was worth saving, too. Word of mouth so strong we’ve never had to advertise, and profits high enough to cover Toronto’s elevated cost of living.

All based on the calm, smooth, elegant service promised by the name at the top of my clipboard: “Velvet Glove Events.” Even if lately it’s felt more to me like “Keeping-the-Sh*t-From-Hitting-the-Fan Events.”

“Whatever you do, don’t call it that in front of the clients,” Derek warned me when I said it the other day, the furrow in his brow suggesting he worried I might. Now, because the clients are watching (the clients are always watching), I shift my gaze to Derek’s bright white smile and meet it with an almost-genuine one of my own.

“Sweep?” he asks.

I nod. “I’ll take left?” This extra attention to detail — me patrolling one side of the venue, Derek the other — has saved us on many occasions. From trip hazards and unplugged speakers to, one time, a stray dog eating party favours under the head table.

The soft lighting, fragrant (but not overpowering) flowers, and spotlessly clean, even, and smooth floor relax my shoulders down from my ears, lulling me into loosening my grip on my clipboard, when I hear the giggle. It’s coming from the closet holding all the wedding gifts — one only three people have a key for: the venue’s caretaker, the wedding couple, and me, on a stretchy band around my wrist.

If I had a nickel for every time the bride reminded me, “We registered for Louis Vuitton luggage and matching Cartier watches — you need to guarantee their safety.” I’d have enough to register for my own Louis Vuitton bags. My upward-creeping shoulders are accompanied by a clenched jaw as I slot my key into the lock.

Only to reveal the groom slotting something he shouldn’t be into the maid of honour.

Breathe. I bite the inside of my cheek. Remember your self-control. Don’t scream. Don’t swear.

It’s the bridesmaid who screams — a short, shrill squeal quickly smothered by the groom’s hand pressed over her mouth — and it’s the groom who swears. “Get the hell out of here!”

Smile. Stay calm. I press my back to the door and point out to the venue. “After you.” Somehow my voice stays steady despite my stomach churning, and my adrenaline-shortened breath.

Months of handshakes, smiles, and general “good guy” behaviour fall away in one second as the groom narrows his eyes. “I don’t take orders from the help.”

“And I don’t take orders from men with their pants unzipped.”

I know it’s a good line. I also know I shouldn’t have said it. And I definitely know I shouldn’t turn to the maid of honour and say, “And, free advice, neither should you, love. If you’re going to betray your best friend, at least do it for a man who will take his pants all the way off for you.”

There’s a gasp, but not from the maid of honour. I turn around to come face-to-face with the bride. And her mother. And father. And the rest of the wedding party.

Then, pushing through all of them, comes Derek, who grabs my arm, pulls me out of the closet, pushes the door shut on the wedding cheaters, and says, “Folks, I’ll be right back with you. I just have to speak with my partner for one minute.”

The parking lot of whatever venue we’re using always becomes our “office” and that’s where Derek leads me. Out the double doors, past his car and mine — parked since early this morning — and around the corner of the building.

I wait for him to make a joke about the groom’s shortcomings, or the maid of honour taking her duty to serve a bit too far. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen you do, Evie.”

The stupidest thing … what …? “Excuse me? It wasn’t me breaking the prenup before the actual nuptials.”

“No, it was you broadcasting it to the entire wedding party.”

My stomach churn and adrenaline rush, which haven’t yet fully subsided, come roaring back. “Are you serious? What should I have done?”

Derek stares me down for a long second, nostrils flaring, eye twitching. “You should have done the thing I’ve told you to do at least a million times. You should have stayed calm and shut your mouth. Cleared your throat, closed the door, distracted the bride, and saved the wedding — saved our business.”

Before I can respond, he continues, “You cause more problems than you solve. I’ll take care of this.”


      ***A hundred kilometres behind me and there’s still a ragged edge to each of my breaths. It still feels like there’s no bottom to my stomach.

The looming sign catches my eye. “Next ONroute in 3 km.” Washrooms. Gas. Coffee. Three different fast-food outlets.

Maybe I’m hungry. And maybe carbs mixed with grease will dull the sharp anger I’m carrying. For the groom who couldn’t keep his zip done up on the one day he should have, and for Derek, who has, once again, made it clear that support is something he expects, not something he offers.

Possibly for myself, as well, for letting Derek have that control over me. I should have made a clean break from him all those years ago. I should have built my business myself.

Should I have kept my mouth shut back at the wedding venue?

Now that’s a dangerous question to entertain. It threatens to pull me right back into the endless cycle of self-questioning that first started in grade three, when I was sent home for telling Mrs. Levesque not to snap at Melodie Parent when she struggled to read more than three words in a row.

I was only trying to help.

That’s all I’m ever trying to do.

It’s pretty clear Derek would prefer a version of me who keeps my help to seating charts and centrepieces.

I flick on my indicator to pull off the highway. Stuffing my face with a heap of calorie-laden carbs seems like a good alternative to reigniting that endless debate.

“Pizza Empire, here I come.”

Back on the road, with two slices of pizza sitting like rocks in my gut, and the rest handed over to the team of U15 basketball players sitting at the next table over (“Thanks, ma’am!”), the only thing I’ve figured out is that eating isn’t going to solve my problems.

Neither is reading Derek’s texts, which started to buzz in at just about the time that all the guests should be sitting down for dinner, giving him a few free moments to chew me out.

No, thanks.

As tempting as it was to leave my phone behind with the rest of the pizza, I really need it. Friday is episode drop day for HorseTruthsbyHeidi — the equine lifestyle podcast that gets me through bad decisions and worse moods.

In preparation for tonight’s drive to my Aunt Jo’s place in Bridlewood Creek, I already have season 3, episode 7, “Pressure and Release: Knowing when to push and when to let go” cued up.

Heidi’s calm voice fills the car as I press play on my phone. “Many riders think pressure is a problem,” she says. “It isn’t. Pressure is communication. The problem is forgetting to release.”

It might be true that Heidi oversimplifies everything, but the soothing way she does it keeps me listening.

Two hours later I’m turning off the highway onto the narrow, moonlit roads leading to Aunt Jo’s place.

While she’s expecting me tonight, I’m not supposed to arrive until the early hours of the morning — “I’ll leave as soon as the bride and groom have had their first dance,” I promised. “I’ll let myself in and see you in the morning.”

My unexpected expulsion means Aunt Jo will still be awake when I get there, but that doesn’t mean seeing her is a good idea. That would require some kind of explanation; a story I’m still not sure how to tell.

Better to sneak in quietly and deal with everything in the morning.

So I pull to the side of the road just before the familiar driveway marked with the wooden mailbox I built in grade-seven shop class.

I shoulder the light duffel bag I packed in alongside all the wedding paraphernalia what seems like a lifetime ago, and lock the car out of habit, despite the road being empty as far as I can see in both directions, with the only sounds being the sing-song saw of crickets.

Sure enough, a couple of lights are on in the main house. I stick to the far side of the driveway, the cool grass dampening my city shoes as I head for the garage. I shuck the shoes off, my stockinged feet silent on the outside staircase, and at the top, punch the lock code into the door.

Inside, I’m hit with the smells I associate with Aunt Jo. A whiff of sunshine and wind from the line-dried sheets she’s put on the bed, and a hint of vinegar, telling me she’s been in this afternoon to spray down the surfaces with her favourite natural cleaner.

Home.

I lower my bag into a shaft of moonlight thrown across the floor and think, I made it. I’ll start fresh in the morning.


      ***“What would we do without you?” Judy Spearwood, presiding at the registration table for the Bridlewood Creek Day rubber duck race, drops her pen and stands to give me a warm hug.

At my next stop, the t-shirt tie-dye station, Roula says, “Evie! I’ve put aside a t-shirt just for you!” Brooke, overseeing the DIY raft regatta (last one floating wins), gives me a kiss on each cheek, and Linh, at the creekside music stage, stops in the middle of “Testing, testing” to boom “Evie! You’re here!” through the mic.

It’s certainly nicer than Derek telling me to get lost, but it’s also embarrassing because during the four years I’ve been the festival organizer, it’s become increasingly clear that these women could pull off their roles with their eyes closed.

At breakfast in Aunt Jo’s kitchen, with the morning sun warming my back and a stack of butter-and-maple-syruped pancakes in front of me, I said, “They don’t really need me. All I do is make up a few spreadsheets. The other volunteers do the hard work.”

My aunt shook her head, “They don’t want to make spreadsheets. By doing it, you free them up to do their jobs. You’re their support person.” Then she winked. “Besides, it means you come home to me at least one weekend every summer, so you can’t stop now.”

Support person, I tell myself as I deliver coffee and pastries to each station, and hand out safety pins, sharpies, rolls of tape, and even a band-aid from the emergency event kit shoved into my backpack.

Help them do their jobs. I stand in front of the assembled parade floats, holding the big countdown clock high so everybody can see it while the marshal runs off for a last-minute port-a-potty visit. When she dashes back saying, “You’re a lifesaver!” I hand the clock back and prepare to follow the parade along the route.

To troubleshoot. I snort at the thought. This parade hasn’t changed since I was a child, riding my horse with the 4H contingent, which is always third from the front, behind Ted Bellingham Senior and Junior driving their vintage John Deeres, and the Bridlewood Creek Hookers — the local rug-hooking club. All the same groups marching in the same order every year. People love it that way, and it also minimizes the chance of anything going wrong.

Which is why the yelling catches me off guard.

“Get out of my way!”

“Get off my horse!”

“She hasn’t been your horse for a year!”

“Well, you don’t deserve to have any horse!”

Spectators are pressing in, drawn by the shrill voices, which means lots of people milling around horses’ hindquarters.

Spooked horses and kicked onlookers are not the kind of novelty I want from the Creek Day parade.

Smile plastered in place, I weave through bodies until I reach the two biggest ones — two horses with their reins gripped by one small girl while another girl sits astride the taller horse of the two.

Both girls look on the verge of tears, even if the reason for them is very different. The rein-holding girl sports a vivid red splotch in the middle of each cheek, her jaw clenched. The lower lip of the girl on the horse wobbles, and her voice wavers as she says, “You’re a bully, Molly Rowe.”

“Yeah? Well you’re a horse abuser, Hailey Kendall!”

This elicits gasps from the bystanders, which tells me things are very close to getting out of control. If the spectators decide this spectacle is more interesting than the parade, I’m sunk.

Molly, whoever she may be, might be strong-willed. She might even be a bully. But she isn’t prepared for an event planner who knows her way around horses. In one smooth motion I’ve taken both sets of reins from the girl and am leading the horses toward the row of people lining the edge of the road. “Excuse us.” I say it with a bright smile and a nod, and whether they respond to my positivity, or to the large animals plodding behind me, they part enough to let us through.

Thank goodness.

With their source of entertainment gone, the small crowd turns their focus back to the passing parade — currently the mail truck throwing out lollipops. Nothing like free candy to grab people’s attention.

Under the shade of a nearby tree, I turn my attention to the two girls. “Now, just what is going on between you two?”

“She grabbed my horse!”

“Because she doesn’t take care of her!” Molly stamps her foot. “Just look at her!”

The girl has a point. The difference between the two animals standing side-by-side is stark. Molly’s horse is spotless from nose to tail. His coat gleams with health. His tack is immaculate. Hailey’s horse is … I wrinkle my nose. Grungy. Smelly. The mare has burrs in her mane and tail, and the reins I’m holding are crusty.

Abuse? Certainly nothing the SPCA would act on. But neglect is a reasonable assessment.

“Hailey? What’s going on?” A woman with a toddler on her hip pulls my attention away from the girls and their horses. Her eyes widen and a smile spreads across her face. “Evie!”

Bay’s one of those people who just gets prettier as the angles of her face sharpen over time while she retains the freckles spattered across her nose and cheeks, and her eyes are as luminously blue as ever. I grin back at my middle-school best friend, then take another look at the girl astride the dirty horse. Hailey. I knew there was something about her. Sure enough, her eyes are a toned-down version of Bay’s. “This is your daughter?”

Bay nods. “I was on the other side of the street when I saw you lead her and Molly away. I came over as quick as I could. Is everything OK?”

“No, everything is not OK!” Molly steps forward and pulls one of the burrs out of the mare’s mane. “Your daughter doesn’t know how to take care of a horse.”

Before I can start a “let’s be reasonable” warning, Hailey speaks up. “How am I supposed to know?”

“What do you mean?” Molly asks.

“Nobody ever showed me how to look after her. I’m doing my best, but it’s hard.”

Molly’s eyebrows shoot up. “You really don’t know how to look after a horse?” She says it like you’d say, “You really don’t know how to tie your shoelaces?” She turns to Evie. “Well, that’s it. Obviously I’m taking her back.”

It’s Bay’s turn to speak. “I don’t think that’s obvious at all, Molly. Hailey’s father bought that horse from Jack. It’s not as simple as you think it is.”

Molly crosses her arms. “Well, I’m not leaving her with Hailey. She admitted she doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

“Maybe Molly’s right, Mom. I don’t know if I want her anymore.”

“Oh for the love of …” Bay shifts the toddler to her other hip. Frazzled is the word I’d use to describe my old friend. The dark smudges under her eyes suggest “tired” as well.

“I’ll take her.” It’s what I do. Step up. Solve problems.

Speak when you shouldn’t, Derek would say.

Molly doesn’t like the suggestion. “She belongs back with us.”

Hailey doesn’t appreciate it. “Who are you, anyway?”

Bay’s shoulders lift, though. “Would you?”

I hand Molly’s horse’s reins back to her. “I’m taking her to Jo’s place. Whoever Jack is, he’s welcome to come talk to me about her. Meanwhile, you should get back to the parade.”

Then I turn to Bay. “You good with that?”

Bay nods. “Hop off, Hailey.”

As the girl slides out of the saddle, Bay says, “Goodness knows, I have enough going on … let’s just say you’re a lifesaver.”

I reach out and squeeze her arm. “Let’s talk about it over coffee. You know where to find me.”

And then I’m alone with the dirty, down-trodden horse. “I guess it’s you and me, girl. A pair of rejects.”

The mare doesn’t look particularly interested, or peppy, but when I take a step in the opposite direction from the parade, and the people, and the festival, she follows, and before long we’re heading along the quiet streets leading out of town toward Aunt Jo’s house and the fenced acre of land behind it.


      ***Despite chasing sleep all night, I never quite catch it. When I do drop off for any length of time, my dreams won’t let me rest. The bride crying in the hallway; Derek shaking his head. It’s more restful to drag the quilt to the window seat and sit there, window open to the cool night breeze, watching the mare’s moon-silvered outline as she grazes her way around the paddock.

Finally, when the black of the night transitions to a grainy grey, I rummage right to the back of the closet where I find my old paddock boots — so broken in they fit like a pair of sneakers.

In the run-in shed I wrinkle my nose at the hay bales stacked in the corner. I’ll need to get in fresh hay — these must date back to the last time there were horses here, which is too long ago to think about.

The hay isn’t useless, though. I grab an end and begin twisting and pulling at the same time, until the hay twines into a long rope, then doubles back on itself. I form it into a rough pad shape, tucking the ends in as I walk through the dew-laden morning grass.

The flicking of her ears and twitching of her coat tell me the mare isn’t sure about my approach. But her continued tearing of the grass says she’s too hungry to abandon her grazing. A reason to get that hay in sooner rather than later.

“Hey, pretty one. Hey, mare-mare.” I find it easy to keep up a constant stream of nonsense, using a sing-song tone, getting the horse used to my voice, and to my touch as I circle the hay wisp over her rough coat.

We fall into a slow, easy, dance. The mare stepping along to new patches of grass, and me moving with her, rubbing remnants of dull winter hair, and months of dust out of her coat. Talking and talking, for once not having to worry about saying something I shouldn’t.

When I find a certain spot on the mare’s neck, near her withers, she pauses in her grazing to lean in and sigh.

I blink as the first rays of the morning sun filter through the top branches of the trees in the forest behind the paddock. “I have to go now,” I say. “But I’ll remember that spot for later.”








  
  

Chapter Two


Jack





My mom warned me about getting a trailer. “It’s a bit like winning the lottery — suddenly everybody will be your best friend.” 

She wasn’t wrong. The trailer works nearly as hard as I do. Here we are, Greta and I, with the sun barely up. I’m lifting and she’s carrying. Together we’ll get the stage cleared away, and put the creekside space back to being a park … until the next event, when we’ll get the call again.

It’s OK, though. This is the home I chose, so helping’s part of the deal. And my neighbours help me out as well. Right now, that’s in the form of JP and Lissy from the volunteer fire-fighting brigade loading Greta alongside me. Other times it’s finding fresh eggs, or a basket of vegetables on our porch, or somebody picking Molly up from school when I can’t get away.

It’s worked out. It’s working out.

That’s what I keep telling myself.

Lissy and I have just fitted the last piece of stage — Jenga-style — into the last bit of space left in Greta’s aluminum shell, when we’re swarmed by small girls. They jump and jostle and giggle — it’s like being in the middle of a trio of hungry terriers — and, just like the dogs they remind me of, they’re looking for food.

“Mom-mom-mom-mom, can we have money for food?” Lissy’s twin daughters, in Molly’s class at school, beg in tandem. “Can we? Can we?”

“The volunteer canteen’s right over there. Pancakes are free last I checked.”

“We don’t want pancakes …” the first twin says.

“… we want crullers!” her sister finishes for her, pointing to the parking area where a bright red food truck emblazoned with Creekside Crullers has just pulled in.

I watch Molly, standing half a step back, eyes bright, tongue poked into her cheek, hands twisting as she observes her friends’ ask. To me this says she’d like a cruller, she’s invested in the outcome of the ask, but it’s not a hill-to-die-on issue for her. If it was, she’d have already jumped in with both feet.

I catch Lissy’s eye, and mouth, “Is it OK if I give them the money?” The twins have been good friends to Molly — helped her settle in. The least I can do is treat them to a cruller and a hot chocolate.

Lissy shrugs. “It’s your bank balance.”

At her words, all three girls turn to me. I hold out a bill. “Here, go get what you’d like.”

The twins don’t hesitate. The taller one takes the money in a move just short of a grab. “Thanks, Mr. Rowe!” 

“Thanks, Mr. Rowe!” her sister choruses. 

“Yeah, thanks—” Molly stops. “Oh!”

“Oh, what?”

“It’s that lady.” I follow Molly’s gaze across the park to where a woman’s walking along the grassy verge, lugging a stuffed garbage bag.

“What lady?” I ask.

“From the parade. The one who took Juniper.” Right. The story I never really got to the bottom of. When the Bridlewood Creek Pony Club marched past my parade vantage point, minus Molly, with Molly appearing fifteen minutes later in the middle of the petting zoo contingent, I wondered what was up. But it was Creek Day, with all the madness that entails. Plenty of jobs for me and my trusty girl Greta. An excess of sugar and adrenaline keeping Molly at full speed, until she crashed.

As I tucked her in, she gave me a garbled story about Hailey Kendall and the horse we sold her. Something about bad horsemanship and a woman who took the horse home.

It was hard to understand and hard to believe. “Was Hailey’s mom there?” I asked.

“Uh-huh.” It was the last thing Molly said before her eyelashes fluttered against her exhaustion-flushed cheeks. I made a mental note to get the full story from Bay … and this is the first time I’ve thought of it.

The woman looks, as much as I can tell from across the field, quite normal — wearing jeans and a white t-shirt, with a baseball cap over dark hair. She’s picking up garbage, which gives her a leg up in the decent-human-being stakes. Maybe I should just talk to her now.

As though she can sense my thoughts she looks up, catches my eye, then shifts her gaze to Molly and back to me. She hefts the bulky black bag over her shoulder and takes a step toward me. Then stops.

Lets the bag slide to the ground, pulls a phone out of her back pocket, and as she looks at the screen, turns her back to me. Something about the way her shoulders slump, then straighten, tells me whatever’s on the phone has her attention.

“Ready to head out?” It’s JP, swinging a set of keys in front of my eyes. “I can meet you at the firehall storage unit so we can stow the stage away.”

Molly’s caught up to the twins, and the three of them are hopping from foot to foot in front of the food truck window. The mystery horse lady is still staring at her phone.

Lissy says, “The girls would love it if Molly came home with us. She can spend the day if that’s OK with you?”

“Thanks,” I tell her. “That would be great.” Which leaves me free to nod at JP, “See you there.” I give Greta a pat and climb into the truck to follow JP to the firehall.








  
  

Chapter Three


Evie





Derek needs to stop texting me. There I was, minding my own business, picking up garbage, doing good, when my phone buzzed and — bingo — raised shoulders, clenched jaw, elevated heart rate. Bracing for more complaints, criticism, and general whining.

Even now, behind the wheel of my car on my way back to Aunt Jo’s, just the memory of that text — “You don't get to storm out and leave me to deal with this mess” — shortens my breath.

He really needs to stop texting me.

Or, you could stop looking at your phone.

Why does something so true seem so difficult? My phone is an inanimate object. It’s not a person, or an animal that has a genuine right to my attention. I pay for it. Yet the thought of leaving the house without it — of ignoring it — seems outrageous.

Why?

I don’t have time to give it any more thought, because as I reach the main village intersection, I notice a large pickup with a big trailer saying “Creek Bend Farm Supply,” parked across the entrance to the Tack n’ Feed lot. That’s weird. Aunt Jo doesn’t open the store on Sunday, and what makes it even weirder is Aunt Jo herself is there talking to someone I presume to be the driver, both of them making hand gestures that look less than friendly.

The decision to pull up alongside the truck is an easy one. I go for the most neutral opening I can. “What’s up?” Then I wait for an explanation which will tell me, Nothing at all is up.

That’s not what I get, though. The man ignores me, pointing toward the building. “The feed’s there”—Sure enough, there’s a pile of feed bags by the front door. Which, for one thing, is not where the store takes deliveries—“now you need to pay me before I leave.”

Which, for the second thing, is not correct. It may have been a while since I was a regular Tack n’ Feed employee, but I know Aunt Jo’s suppliers invoice her and she pays their head offices.

“Well, no.” My aunt shakes her head. “As I told you, I’m not paying a Sunday delivery fee for an order I didn’t request.”

“Lady. I can leave my truck here for as long as it takes. And if that means your customers can’t get in, well, too bad.”

I don’t like his tone, I don’t like him calling her “lady,” and I don’t like the look on Aunt Jo’s face. Less certain than I would expect her to be. More flustered.

Derek’s texts flash through my mind. Jumping in with both feet. Opening your big mouth. Not thinking — even for one minute. Yup, I think. That’s what I’m doing — all of those things. The deep breath I take isn’t to convince myself to stay quiet. It’s to make sure I have the air I need to confront this man.

“You can call her by her name, or you can call her ‘ma’am,’ but don’t call her ‘lady’ again. And, while you’re at it, you can remember she’s your valued customer, and you can treat her that way.”

The man looks at me like he’s just noticed I’m here. “Right. And who are you?”

“I’m the assistant manager. I handle the invoices, so you might as well hand me yours right now.” I hold my hand out.

“Listen,” he says. “I’m doing you a favour. I know our super-feed sells well here, so I brought by a restock so you wouldn’t run out.”

I wiggle my fingers. “The invoice?”

He sighs, and hands over his clipboard. “There you go …” there’s a distinct pause before he says, “… ma’am. You’ll see it’s all written out there.”

What I see is hand-writing on an invoice template. Very much as though it was just written a few minutes ago in the truck cab. The invoice lists twenty sacks of feed, with no P.O. number, and includes a restocking fee, and a Sunday delivery fee.

I free the pen conveniently clipped under the clamp and put an X through the restocking and delivery fees.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

I hold my hand up to the man and turn to Aunt Jo. “Do you want twenty sacks? Will they sell?” I show her the per bag price written on the invoice.

She nods. “Yes, I’ll take them. I was going to put an order in this week.” She looks at the driver. “But I hadn’t done that yet.”

“Right.” I hand the clipboard back to him. “Since you don’t have a purchase order, and we clearly didn’t place an order, you’re lucky that we’ll agree to take the load you’ve dropped off, but we won’t be paying any additional fees.”

“It’s a Sunday delivery!” he protests.

“Which makes you even luckier that we’re talking to you, since the store isn’t even open today. We’ll sign the invoice as amended, and we’ll pay you on the usual Net 30 terms.”

When he shakes his head, I say, “Or, you can load those sacks back in the trailer and leave. We’ll place our order when we get around to it.” If we get around to it. I let the unsaid words hang in the air.

“I was just trying …” he starts. I know exactly what he was trying. Just trying to take advantage of Aunt Jo to make up for some kind of problem on his end — maybe another client who refused a twenty-bag delivery. Maybe overstock in their warehouse. Trying to offload his problem onto us.

“I understand.” I say it with the sweetest smile I can muster as I hold my hand out for the clipboard, sign the invoice, and take our carbon copy before handing it back.

As we watch him manoeuvre out of the parking lot, Aunt Jo winks. “I guess we can use more feed, what with horses appearing in my back paddock.”

“Hey! I told you that was temporary. Although, that reminds me, I could use a couple bales of hay …”

She waves toward the loading dock at the far end of the building. “Go ahead. Help yourself.”

I head to the door first, to grab one of the bags of feed, and as I’m lugging it to the loading area, my aunt calls across the parking lot, “Since when do I have an assistant manager?”

I call over my shoulder, “Whenever you need one — on an as-required basis.”


      ***“Is your car the one with a bale of hay in the back seat?” Bay asks as she sinks into the booth next to me at the Bridlewood Creek Pub & Pizzeria.

I shrug. “You might have lived in Bridlewood Creek too long to believe this, but not everyone has a pickup truck.”

As the waitress nears us, Bay turns over one of the coffee cups and pushes it to the edge of the table to be filled up. “So far today I’ve served a full pancake breakfast, made three beds, walked the dog, started two loads of laundry, French-braided a tangled head of hair, and broken up a fight over the last bowl of Lucky Charms … but I haven’t had a cup of coffee.” She sighs as she lifts the steaming mug to her face.

After her first sip, she continues. “Having said that, I didn’t have to hound my child to go out and take care of a horse she really didn’t know how to look after, and I didn’t have to feel guilty that the horse wasn’t being properly taken care of. That is a considerable amount of drama and angst off my plate, and for that I thank you.” She grins. “And I should probably pay for that hay.”

I lean back to let the waitress settle a stack of pancakes in front of me. “You can pay for my breakfast instead.”

Bay’s eyebrows lift and she looks up at the clock on the wall. “Breakfast?”

“Hey, I’ve been busy.”

“Those do look pretty good …”

I slide a pancake onto the saucer of her coffee cup, and push it across the table. “I could use the help.”

“You’re the helper,” Bay says. I remember this about her. How charming she’s always been. The only person I know who can talk through a mouthful of pancake and still be appealing. She continues, “You’ve always been that way. Solving problems, putting out fires.”

I imagine Derek’s snort if he could hear her now. It makes me think of my phone full of texts, and before I know I’m going to say it out loud, I blurt, “Have you ever wanted to go incognito?”

Bay laughs. “Only every day. Especially when Craig calls to say he can’t take the kids like he promised because he and Ella are going to an EDM festival—”

It’s my turn to lift my eyebrows. “A what, now?”

“Electronic dance music festival, which Ella loves because she’s barely twenty.” Bay gives an exaggerated eye roll. “Before you ask, yes, I’m serious. So, my ex-husband and his child-bride make me want to go incognito, and the school does when they call to say Hailey’s crying in the bathroom, and my next-door neighbour does when she tells me it’s about time I found myself a new man … those are my sad stories, but why would you want to go incognito?”

I sigh. “Let’s just say I spoke without thinking.”

“Which is something you’ve been doing since grade three, so what’s new?”

I shrug. “I guess the consequences are bigger in your thirties than in third grade.”

“Well, speaking of traits that persist from childhood, I’m still a terrible listener, but if you want to talk, I’ll make an exception.” Bay winks and takes a slug of coffee.

“Tempting, but let’s save it for later. I have a practical question to ask.”

Bay straightens in her seat and rolls her shoulders back. “You’ve come to the right person for practical. Just ask my daughter — or my ex-husband — I’m all duty and zero disco.”

I think of Bay in our high school days. Then I would have described her as all mini-skirts and mayhem. I can still see that spark in her now, simmering under the surface. It’s what makes me glad we’ve reconnected.

“It’s about the horse,” I say. “How do you want to handle that?”

Bay wrinkles her nose. “Oh, that little thing.” She snags the waitress for a refill then, fortified, turns back to me. “So, what happened is Hailey watched a season of Heartland and told anyone who’d listen that she wanted a horse. And Craig”—she lifts both hands like what can you do—“just wanted to be the hero parent. He went to Jack Rowe and asked him for a perfect beginner horse.”

“And she’s not?”

“I’m sure she is. I’m positive Jack, quite reasonably, thought he meant a beginner rider and had no idea Craig was making Juniper the sole responsibility of a middle-school-aged girl who’s never looked after a hamster, much less a horse.”

She turns her coffee cup around and around in front of her. “Day one: Hailey was excited. Day two: she was out of her depth and asking for a scooter instead. I’ve been doing my best, but there’s only so much Google can help with. To be honest, I’d just about decided to call Jack myself when Molly intervened.”

“The firecracker from the parade?” I ask.

Bay nods. “She and Jack moved here a couple of years ago. Took over Maplecroft — John and Meredith Fitch’s farm. Anyway, I’ll talk to Craig, and Jack, and do my best to sort things out ASAP, since I fully realize you must be heading back …” she points up at the wall clock, “… pretty much any minute now.”

Heading back. To be a few hundred kilometres closer to the guy who wants to scold me all day about all the business I’ve lost us. “I’m not. I mean, not today. What I mean is, I can take care of Juniper while you sort things out. For now. While I’m here.”

Bay narrows her eyes. “Which is at least until tomorrow?”

“I … yes … tomorrow. At least.”

“Hmm … well, since we’re talking about a horse, I’m not going to look a gift one in the mouth. I owe you one.”

“It’s no trouble.”

Bay tilts her head. “I know from my own recent experience that it’s some trouble.”

I laugh. “Well, it’s trouble I’m OK with.”

“See?” she says. “Like I said, Miss Problem-Solver. So far this weekend, you’ve run the festival and bailed me out.”

Her mention of the festival takes me back to my morning garbage duty. “I think I maybe saw Jack this morning?” Suddenly I’m hyper-aware of my expression, making me wish I had a coffee cup to hide behind when I say it.

Bay snorts. “Jack Rowe isn’t someone you think you see. The way he rocks a flannel shirt and Wranglers, you know when you see him.”

I stab the last pancake. “It was across a field. It was early. There was lots of mist.” My voice doesn’t sound nearly as casual or natural as I want it to.

Bay leans back, and closes her eyes. “Now I’m picturing him in mist. And without the flannel shirt.”

I ball up my napkin and whip it at her. “Bay Kendall!”

“A girl can dream,” she says. “Being a divorced mom of a tween and a toddler has led to a bit of a drought in the romance department.”

It’s my turn to snort. “I’m living, breathing proof that it doesn’t take two kids or a divorce to do that.” I look up at the clock. “Since I’ve said I’ll look after your horse, I’d better actually go and do that.”

Bay reaches across the table and puts her hand on my wrist. “I do, truly, appreciate it.”

“It’s my pleasure.” I stand and smooth my t-shirt, straighten the waist of my jeans.

“One thing that is different if you’re single with no kids …”

“Is what?” I ask.

“It’s much easier for you to go incognito if you want to. I can’t do it because the school, the doctor’s office, and the babysitter have to be able to reach me at a moment’s notice, but is there any particular reason you can’t just ditch your phone?”

I give her a grin and a wink. “I wouldn’t be able to set up our next coffee meet-up.”









