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      For Elana

      

      Thanks for being my ride or die

      You inspire me to do more, better, faster

      But you let me know it’s okay when I don’t
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            Prologue: Vanessa

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes it’s hard to be friends with Natalie and Samantha.

      They’re always kind. They think about others all the time, especially their friends. They’re both glamorous, effortlessly, and they’re also sophisticated.

      It’s not hard to be their friend because I want to slap them, or because they annoy me, or because they treat me poorly. It’s actually the opposite. They’re so shiny, they’re so polished, and they’re so interesting that by comparison. . .

      I always fall short.

      It’s hard to feel like the loser of the group all the time.

      I know they never think of me like that, but my feelings all started really early. We rode together for years, in the same lesson almost every week, and they were always the far stronger riders. As we progressed, the differences became more noticeable.

      At shows, it was always Samantha who won grand champion and Natalie who won reserve. I’d fall somewhere near the middle of each class. I was never the worst. But with the same instructors, the same classes, and a very talented horse, I was also never, ever the best.

      In fact, although Natalie occasionally defeated Samatha, winning the big blue, red, and gold ribbon for grand champion, and Samantha often defeated Natalie, I never once beat either of them. Not even taking third while they took fourth or fifth in a bad round. Even when I had a good round now and again, theirs was always better.

      They never mocked me for it.

      They never allowed anyone else to say anything negative, but sometimes it felt almost strange that they never made an issue of it. And certainly, whenever I was alone, I knew.

      Of the three friends, I was by far the shabbiest.

      Those feelings have stuck around, even though I know they’re stupid. If Natalie or Sam knew how I felt, they’d surely argue with me, telling me all the great ways I make them happy. They’d tell me all my strengths. They’d build me up.

      That’s what friends do.

      But it doesn’t change the real truth, that by comparison to them, I’m not really all that great. Most days, it doesn’t bother me. Most days, I know that it’s okay to be a little less shiny than the people who love you most in all the world. Most days, I’m insanely grateful to be living here in Ireland, surrounded by people who care about me and lift me up. In quiet moments, though, especially when things have gone wrong, I sometimes feel my own shabbiness.

      And it makes me feel very, very small.
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            Vanessa

          

        

      

    

    
      The first time I fell in love with something, truly in love with it, was when I was quite small. My parents bought me something called an Icee, and I became obsessed.

      I made my mom and dad completely nuts with my finagling.

      For an entire summer, I managed to beg, borrow, or steal an Icee nearly every day. I loved white cherry the best, but I would drink regular cherry, or coke mixed with cherry. Even blue raspberry was okay in a pinch, and if there weren’t Icees, I would take a Slurpee. I wasn’t unreasonable. As long as I got my Icee, or some reasonably close facsimile, I was fine.

      By the end of the summer though, I had decided that Icees, while good, weren’t really that great. I started drinking Orange Juliuses instead. That was the first of many things I obsessed over and then burned out on, given enough time. In some things, I’m the kind of person who loves hard and then leaves.

      Not people, of course.

      I loved Jason deeply, and on the day he died, I still loved him just as much, even if it was a little different in depth and nature. Sometimes, though, sometimes people can start to rub a little, too.

      I’ve always adored my mother-in-law. She’s all the things my mother isn’t. She’s attentive and kind, she’s soft and gentle, she’s intuitive and sweet. She and my mother do have one thing in common, though.

      They’re both always watching when they’re nearby.

      And now that Trish has been living with us for a while, it’s kind of starting to get on my nerves. I still love her, and I notice the great things about her every day, but I’m starting to wish we had a plan to find her a new place to live so I could have just a little space. I’m also really tired of Trace and Bryce having to share a room so that she has a place of her own. Since we have a four-bedroom cottage, combining the boys made sense. I also didn’t hate the idea of Bryce being forced to sleep in with Trace. I knew I could count on my younger son to report back to me how Trace was doing.

      But as the weeks pass and Trace continues to stay away from the temptation of smoking pot again, I hate the strain it’s putting on their friendship. And the loss to my own sleep.

      Bryce is banging on the door to their shared bathroom loudly very early this morning. “Trace, your hair’s perfect already. Just open the stupid door.”

      “You can’t come in here to poop,” Trace shouts. “It stinks things up so bad I can’t even breathe. You’re just going to have to wait. I thought I was going to die the last time you did that.”

      Both of the boys have started using that word again—die—notable the first few times I heard them say it, because I avoided using it casually for years after Jason’s death. I think it’s probably a good sign that they aren’t afraid of the word anymore, but it still startles me most of the time.

      “Come on, man. Just blob the mousse in there and get out already.”

      “Mousse?” Trace is laughing. “You think I’m a lesbian from the 1980s? I don’t use mousse.”

      “Trace,” I raise my voice. “That was a rude thing to say.”

      “Mom, calm down,” Trace says. “What’s rude about it?”

      “Lesbians in the 80s used mousse?” Bryce arches one eyebrow.

      “I think everyone in the 80s did,” I say. “He could’ve just said ‘I’m not a woman in the 80s.’”

      Bryce goes back to banging. “Let me in, or I’ll take a dump in the trashcan in our room.”

      “Bryce Merrill Littlefield.”

      Bryce rolls his eyes. “I won’t really, Mom. Come on.”

      Trace finally opens the door. “Alright, already. Geez.” He tosses his head. “Go on in, you big baby.”

      Trina stumbles out of her room, blinking her eyes. “Why’s everyone yelling about poop?”

      “You aren’t even dressed?” I throw my hands up in the air. The next few moments are spent helping Trina catch up after waking up so late. Thankfully, with Trish’s help, we even get my daughter’s lunch packed in time for Trace to take her to school with them.

      “Mom, don’t forget the team meeting,” Bryce says as they head out.

      “Shoot.” Trace winces. “I forgot to ask before, but Blaine asked if we could teach her how to use a hurley. I told her we could later today.”

      I frown. “Nine-year-old next-door-neighbor Blaine?”

      “Do you know a lot of other Blaines?” Bryce smirks.

      “At her age?” I ask.

      “You think she’s too old?” Trace’s brow furrows. “I didn’t get started until this year. You can learn, even late, trust me.”

      “I was thinking she’s awfully young to be taught by a teenage boy.” I’ve seen how the girls at school look at him. I can’t help wondering whether Blaine asked because she has a crush on one or the other of my sons.

      “I said I’d help too,” Bryce says. “But why’s that bad?”

      I shrug. “It’s not, I guess. I’m surprised she wants to learn.” And that Trace would agree to help her. He’s not usually very nice to younger kids.

      “It has been pretty cool to learn, and I like being good at it.” Trace swallows. “I like it, and I thought she might too, okay?”

      Part of me wonders whether he’s just happy to be good at something again after his injury and subsequent retirement from football fame back home. It might not be the best reason to help someone, but it’s not the worst. Who am I to tell him no if he wants to do something nice?

      “Sure,” I say. “That’s kind of you boys.”

      Once the kids are gone, I meet with Natalie to go over the remodel budget updates. The numbers are a little depressing, but they aren’t catastrophic.

      Natalie looks downright glum about it, though. “Why does it always cost so much more than you think?” Natalie’s the fretter among us. I don’t think I realized that the reason she always planned trips was because without knowing the details, she stresses and can’t enjoy them, until the last few years when I offered to help.

      I know it now, for sure. “It’s going to be fine,” I say. “I always knew it would be at least ten percent, but possibly as much as twenty percent more than the budget, so I made plans for that.”

      “You’re smart,” Natalie says. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “What’s Samantha saying about the barn?”

      Natalie can’t help her smile. “Well, she’s excited that it’s nearing completion earlier than we thought, but every time I make a joke about what happens when it’s done, she turns bright red. I’d say she’s excited and nervous about Richard. I actually kind of love it.”

      “You’re so mean,” I say.

      Natalie shrugs. “One of life’s greatest joys, needling the people you love to watch them blush.”

      “Agree to disagree,” I say.

      “Oh, I think you could do with a little more of that with Trish.” Natalie folds her arms. “If she rearranges the flowers I put on the entry table of the big house one more time, I might lose my mind. So I’m guessing she’s been doing some little things that bug you, living in the same tiny house. If I had to live with my former mother-in-law, I’d probably be in prison, staring down homicide charges.”

      I chuckle. “Trish is fine,” I say. “We’re getting along just fine.”

      “You sure?” Natalie arches one eyebrow.

      I hate when she’s right, so I doggedly insist that she’s not bothering me at all. “I do have a meeting this morning that I’m not looking forward to. I hate that we have to raise funds for every single thing the GAA does.”

      “Don’t they have sponsors?” Natalie frowns. “Maybe we could just donate money, take it as a business write-off, and call it good.”

      I groan. “I wish. I think these women actually like doing these fundraisers.”

      “I bet they do,” Natalie says. “The PTO moms took a lot of pride in doing a great job at all the projects. It was also their chance to socialize.”

      “Yeah, well, that might be fun if any of them liked me.”

      “Kind of your fault for stealing the super-hot coach.”

      “Shut up.” But I’m smiling so she knows I’m kidding.

      “What’s the upcoming fundraiser? A silent auction? Another carwash? I could make rolls or pies for the next bake sale.”

      “It’s a pumpkin patch, of all things. Apparently these are gaining in popularity in Ireland.” I sigh. “We’re all on rotations to make sure the pumpkin vines get watered, because Ireland has decided to have the first dry fall on record. . .ever, apparently.”

      “I mean, I did hear that September’s usually the driest month of the year.”

      “Yeah, but here, dry means five inches a month instead of nothing,” I say. “And besides, it’s almost October, so it can rain again any time now.”

      Natalie points at me. “You take that back. We’re just happy to have a break in the rain, and if Samantha hears you wishing it would rain more, she might kick you.”

      I know it’s hard to manage the constant influx of water from the sky with horse hooves being what they are. “Well, anyway, I’m stuck going over today to move the sprinklers, and that’s after I suffer through that dumb meeting we’re having just to decide how much we’ll charge and how we’ll split the rotations for selling them or whatever. And they’re talking about trying to do a haunted house as well, because a pumpkin patch alone isn’t enough. I’m not even sure a producing diamond mine would make enough for the GAA. You can guess whose idea it was to do yet another fundraiser.”

      “I’m sure Naomi will settle down. She sounds like she was hot for teacher, so she’s probably just nursing her disappointment.”

      “I don’t think she even knows,” I say. “I mean, we aren’t hiding it from the kids, but we aren’t exactly advertising it, either. I told Jack to tone down his defense of everything American and specifically of me. It won’t help the boys to get along if everyone knows, and it won’t help Naomi like me either.”

      Natalie stands. “Well, be careful with that. The only thing worse than their jealousy will be their anger that you hid it, even though you’re not doing anything wrong.”

      I stand too, gathering all my paperwork. “I guess so, but the idea of announcing it to them makes me want to cry.”

      “Maybe you just have Jack hold your hand tonight or something. Casual. Easy. Like it’s no big deal.”

      I shudder.

      “Is he that gross?” Natalie’s smiling. “Because I feel like you might almost enjoy holding his hand.”

      I swat her shoulder. “Shut up. Or if you insist on yapping, you can tell me why you haven’t been out with Cillian yet.”

      “Well, let’s walk and talk, if you want to know. I promised Sam I’d come check out the new footing she got.”

      “Did she finally get that sand she wanted?”

      “Sam always gets what she wants, but it was hard. Apparently everyone here has moved to bits of rubber and trash.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “Cillian update. Spill.”

      Natalie sighs. “Well, there’s not really an update to give. It’s been three weeks, and I haven’t even told him that Samantha’s fine with it. It seems. . .lame. Like, do I text and say, ‘turns out, Samantha likes the other guy I was flirting with, so after I made a big old deal about it, it turns out we’re both okay with sort of swapping guys.’ Like shoot, after one bite, I’ve changed my mind.” She snorts. “You take this blueberry muffin, and I’ll take your banana nut.”

      “Literally no one picks banana nut over blueberry,” I say.

      “I do,” Natalie says.

      “Liar.” I sigh. “But that’s bad, Natalie. He told you he liked you, and you just. . .never got back to him. So he thinks you aren’t into it.”

      She nods her head slowly, glum.

      “Girl.” I snap my fingers under her nose. “Stop being stupid. He made his play, now you have to do something.”

      “But how?” She wails. “I wasn’t supposed to be doing this stupid dating stuff anymore. I’m too old and too rusty.”

      “Okay, but before he told you he liked you, when did you talk to him then? Maybe you can just sneak it in during a normal conversation.”

      “That’s the thing. I didn’t really talk to him.” Natalie shrugs. “He was just sort of around whenever I had a problem, and now he’s not anymore.”

      “Plus, you’ve had no problems lately.”

      “Yeah, no barns burning down or insurance companies crapping out.” Natalie shakes her head. “I mean it’s great that the barn rebuild’s going alright with the contractor he found for us, and thanks to his lawyers, the insurance company’s actually paying.”

      “Girl, just message him then and tell him thanks for all the help he’s provided. Easy.”

      We’ve reached the front of the almost-done barn, and Samantha’s waiting for us. “I hope we’re talking about Cillian.” She shimmies at me with a huge grin on her face. “I think he deserves a big old thank you basket and some effusive gratitude for his help with the insurance company.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “You should take that basket over yourself.”

      “Speaking of horses, I wanted to tell you something.” Natalie looks like she’s had to reroute Samantha’s enthusiasm frequently.

      “Were we speaking about horses?” Sam quirks an eyebrow. “I wasn’t.”

      “You’re always talking about horses,” Natalie says. “And I wanted to mention before I forgot that Hannah said she wants to show again, and I was talking to her about what horse she might be able to show on, and then guess what?”

      Samantha lifts both eyebrows.

      “Clara said she’d like to show too.” Natalie’s smiling. “Can you believe it? Clara, of the angry guitar music and the headphones-so-she-never-has-to-talk-to-any-of-us—that Clara—wants to show horses again.”

      “That’s great news,” Sam says. “I’d be happy to be their trainer, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Oh.” Natalie laughs. “I just assumed that. I wanted to give you plenty of time to think over what horses might be suitable.”

      “It is important that a horse be suitable.” Sam smiles. “Just like with humans, you need to try and find a man who suits you.” She clears her throat. “You haven’t found any men like that lately, have you?” Her lip’s twitching. “Maybe you could text or call him if you have.”

      “Shut up, already.” Natalie shoves past Samantha and drags us all inside the barn. The walls are up, the ceilings are all in place, and the lighting’s also finished. The frames for the stalls are done, but they don’t have all the interior walls finished yet, and the mats aren’t in on the floors. “Hey, this is really coming along. That’s exciting, isn’t it?” Now my lip’s the one twitching. “Once it’s done, I guess we’ll have to bring our horses back from. . .who’s been kind enough to take care of our lame horses while we didn’t have a barn?”

      Samantha feels us coming for her, and she switches into business mode. I actually enjoy the tour, watching my friends focus on the things they’re great at, designing horse facilities and talking about how functional and beautiful they will be. “Not to sound dramatic, but winter’s coming, and we need to get this finished before the horses need shelter in any real way.”

      “I like this big, run-in stall,” I say. I spin around, trying to get a ballpark for how much space there really is, and how many horses could fit. Traditionally, horses are kept in small, enclosed spaces during periods of inclement weather, or whenever you need to have good control of them because they’re sick, injured, or rehabbing. But lately, people have been going back to the way farmers and ranchers used to keep horses in shelters a long time ago—a larger, community space. It’s more like the spaces herds would have found in the wild too, just some kind of shelter from the storm, and it lets horses stay in closer proximity with other horses, which is usually better for them mentally and emotionally. Plus, they have space to move around more, so it’s good for the circulation in their legs as well.

      “It’s actually called a loafing shed,” Samantha says. “We made it big enough to hold eight to ten horses.”

      “Some places call it a group housing pen,” Natalie says. “I think the more social ponies who really struggle when we stick them in stalls will love it.”

      “If you put Foxy in, we’ll have to padlock it,” I say. “Goofball.”

      “Aware,” Sam says. “That sneaky horse let two others out and went for a walkabout yesterday.” She’s shaking her head. “I swear, I thought about taking her to the horse fair and getting rid of her.”

      “Stop,” I say. “You can’t do that.”

      “Because she’s the only horse my equally goofy friend will ride.” Sam rolls her eyes. “We need to get you past that.”

      “Just because she’s the only horse I want to ride, doesn’t mean she’s the only one I will ride.” I frown.

      “Great,” Natalie says. “Then let’s go out right now. I think you’ll love Conor.”

      I hold up my hand. “Listen.”

      Natalie folds her arms. “I’m listening. Now, you tell me how you’d can’t ride Conor, or why you can’t ride right now, or make up some other excuse, but it can’t be the pumpkin patch, because I know that’s not until eleven. We could get a quick little arena ride in.”

      I splutter.

      “Still waiting for it,” Sam says.

      “She’s trying to think of something.” Natalie arches one irritating eyebrow.

      “Fine.” I huff. “Fine,” I say too loudly. “So I still get nervous about riding another horse, but not her. What’s wrong with that?”

      Sam smiles. “At least you’re admitting it.”

      “If we aren’t riding, we could help you move those grain bags you were saying had to go to the north end.” Natalie tosses her head at the big old pile. “Want a hand?”

      An hour later, I’m regretting that I went for a jog this morning, but mostly I’m regretting that I already showered.

      “When Foxy comes home, we’re all going for a trail ride.” Natalie wipes her forehead on her sleeve. “You have to ride a lot so you remember why these stupid beasts are worth all this hard work.”

      “You know, I do like Foxy,” Sam says, “for the record. If you have to like just one horse, she’s a cute one, but she’s an absolute misery to manage. Did you know I had her tested after we got a positive to insulin resistance on Drew?”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      Sam walks out of the almost-finished barn and toward the new arena that’s also close to done. “It means she’s also insulin resistant.” Sam shakes her head. “Two horses that live in Ireland where it rains all year round, so there’s green, lush grass ten months a year, and they both need to very carefully consume almost no sugar.”

      “What happens if she doesn’t get ‘managed’?” I blink. “I mean, presumably she’s been fine this whole time without us knowing, right? How old is she? Eight?”

      “Ten, according to the vet,” Sam says. “We don’t have papers on her, so that’s a guess. But what happens if they have consistently high insulin, and hers was close to two hundred, is that at first, they get hoof sore. Not a big deal, but limiting. Then if it goes untreated, their feet start to fall apart. Laminitis, and eventually founder.”

      Founder’s the worst f-word—by a mile—to horse people.  Laminitis comes first, the loosening and inflammation of the connective tissue between the hoof wall and the inside of the hoof, but if it continues, the coffin bone, a bone that literally floats inside a horse’s hoof, can rotate. If it gets bad enough, the bone can even punch through the sole of the hoof. That cripples your horse, as you can imagine. You wouldn’t be able to walk around with a bone sticking through the bottom of your foot.

      Basically, if your horse founders, you’re in big trouble. They usually have to be put down.

      “So what do we do?”

      “I ordered some special grain Becky recommended for both her and Drew. Buckeye something. And I already set the date for them to come back. Middle of next week.” She casually drops that in, like she’d mention that the trash pickup’s coming a day early, or we need to grab more horse feed the next time we go into town.

      “Wait,” I ask. “The horses are coming back from Richard’s. . .because the barn’s done?” I can’t help raising my eyebrows. “So does that mean. . . When’s your date?”

      Sam just rolls her eyes.

      “Oh, come on. You did tell him you’d go out with him then.” I peer at her pointedly. “Right?”

      “I did.” Sam huffs. “But he hasn’t said anything else about it, so I haven’t either. And I don’t even know whether he knows they’re coming back. I’ve been talking to Aodhán about it.”

      “You chicken,” I say. “Seriously. You two are both pathetic, but you’re even worse. Richard made this big grand gesture, and now you’re not even texting him to let him know the barn’s done?”

      “With a little photo, maybe?” Natalie points. “I can take one right now. You stand there.”

      “Hey,” Sam says. “Don’t you have a meeting to go to?” She glances at her watch. “I’d hate for Naomi to use your being late against you.”

      “I have to move the sprinklers before it, too. Gah.” I hate that she’s right, but I shake my finger at her as I leave. “You let Natalie take that photo, or I’ll send him something embarrassing from your phone later today.”

      Sam and Natalie are laughing as I jog away.

      I hate having to move the sprinklers on the pumpkin patch. I can’t prove it, but I think the person before me keeps skipping their turn, and that means every time I go, the ground’s a muddy mess. The whole thing takes a good fifteen or twenty minutes, usually. Plus, I’m still at the point where I want to look really good for my boyfriend and he’ll be at this meeting, so I can’t just go in rubber barn boots, even though it’s the only practical choice for water rotation.

      I change quickly into cute brown pants and a cream shirt, which I have to pair with brown leather boots. It’s, like, a rule. And then I pray on the way over to the stupid pumpkin patch that it’s not all muddy.

      God must hate me, because when I get there, one of the sprinklers has flipped over. It happens when whoever moved them last doesn’t stay to make sure there’s no tension in the line before they go. If there is, within a few minutes, the pressure of the oscillation flips the whole thing over.

      And it makes a horrible muddy mess even when they did move them on schedule.

      I’m forced to wade through the sloppy mud in my cute boots. Ugh. I’m going to look up who goes before me the next time I’m near the schedule. I would put money on it being Naomi, Ciara, or Maeve. They never pay attention to stuff like tension in the line, but they yell at me if I so much as put it on the wrong row. Plus, they unfailingly defend each other, so it makes it pretty annoying to deal with them on anything.

      I’m just relieved I don’t fall and land on my backside moving the flipped sprinkler. I did that last week. But by the time I’m done, my right boot’s fully covered in mud, and it takes me about ten minutes of carefully rationed wet wipes to (mostly) clean it up.

      Which makes me late to the stupid meeting.

      And that means there’s no parking on the front of the gym at all, and I’m stuck parking all the way around the back and hiking to the open front door, making me even later. I’ve made it through the front of the school, and I’m half-jogging toward the side door to the gym when I hear my name.

      “Vanessa, wait.”

      When I turn, it’s Jack. He’s standing over the water fountain outside the gymnasium, a half-smile on his gorgeous face. “Where’s the fire, love?”

      He uses the word ‘love’ a lot. It’s a European thing, I think. But every single time, it makes my heart flip. We haven’t really said it to each other, but I feel like we’re inching closer. “Oh, there’s no fire.” I gesture at my boots. “But I moved the sprinklers, and one was flipped, so it took me forever to get that cleaned up, and now. . .” I point.

      He shrugs. “They’re arguing about the admission price for what sounds like it’s going to be the most pathetic haunted house ever.” He points behind me. “I lied and said I had to use the loo just to get away.” He reaches toward my face and tucks some hair behind my ears. Then he clucks.

      “What?”

      “You missed a spot.” He licks his thumb and wipes the bridge of my cheek. “That’s better.” He smiles at me, and then he reaches for my waist.

      I leap back like he’s electrified. “No, we can’t. Not here.” I glance around, frantic.

      “Vanessa,” he whispers, stalking toward me. “Stop being silly. I know you want to fit in, but we aren’t doing anything wrong.” He drops his voice again, and now it’s just a low rumble. “You’re single. I’m single. And I really, really like touching you.” His hands wrap around my waist, and he pulls me close. His knowing smile’s just a little sideways when he brushes his mouth against mine. “Now, calm down. We aren’t breaking any laws.” He whispers. “Yet.”

      “Ó Mo Dhia!” Someone far down the hall shouts loudly enough to wake the dead.

      I leap away from Jack, but it’s too late.

      Naomi’s heels clack on the tile floor as she approaches. “What on earth are you two doing?” Her nostrils flare, and her hands clench into fists, and her eyes widen farther. “Are you together?”

      “We are.” Jack’s actually beaming. “See? Now everyone will know, and we won’t need to hide.”

      Hide? I cringe.

      This is exactly what I was afraid would happen. No one’s going to be okay with this, because no one will think I’m good enough for Jack. He’s the only one who doesn’t see the truth.

      I’m not.
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      In eleventh grade, I won the Junior Hunt Seat Medal.

      By twelfth, I was named USEF’s Junior Equestrian of the Year.

      After that, I discovered that it’s not really great to be the kind of person who peaks in high school. At the time, everyone expected me to continue to soar.

      I didn’t, though.

      When my friends left for far-flung places to further their educations, I spent even more time at the barn. I went to the College of Central Florida so I could ride more, and I was a general studies major, because everything other than horses felt boring and unnecessary.

      Only, my freshman year, I suffered hurdle after obstacle after setback.  My horse had a high suspensory injury followed by a surgery. One horse I was working for my trainer colicked, another pulled up lame with fetlock arthritis, and yet another got EPM. That year, instead of reaching new heights, I kind of crashed and burned. I competed in one show all twelve months.

      It was depressing.

      Really depressing.

      My friends called, telling me about the jobs they got, the men they met, and the majors they were pursuing, and by comparison my life felt like an episode of that sitcom, Community.

      Before long, I was still riding, whatever horse I could catch a ride on, and they were getting engaged. Graduating. Generally soaring, while I sank further still. I went to the engagement parties, one in Texas, one in Colorado. I cheered. I sent gifts, and I told them I was super, duper excited.

      I was. Truly.

      But I was also a little depressed for myself. On the night that Natalie called to tell me she was pregnant, I gave her my heartiest congratulations, and then I called some friends and went out drinking.

      That was also the night I met Brent.

      He was just a guy at the bar, but had a kind smile.

      It’s the only thing I remember thinking about him. . .until I woke up next to him in bed. “Oh, no.” I yanked the sheets up to my neck. “I—who are you?”

      His smile was kind even then, which is how I remembered. “Brent.” I cleared my throat. “That’s your name, right?”

      His smile widened.

      “But why are we. . .?” I blinked. “And how did we get here?”

      “You really don’t remember?” His smile wavered then. “Because you seemed excited enough last night, I swear.”

      I half-ran to the bathroom, taking the entire comforter with me, and puked up most of what I’d had to drink. He was kind through my entire panic-attack, especially when he found out he was my first.

      A night I didn’t even remember.

      He was very, very nice, but he was also a little boring, and we didn’t really have anything in common. He gave me his number, and he told me to call if I ever wanted to get together again, but I knew I didn’t. At least, not until three weeks later, when I took a very important test, and I got two clear pink lines. Dialing him up was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

      I had no idea what to expect when I asked him to meet me for coffee.

      “I—thanks for coming.”

      Brent was wearing loafers.

      I’m not sure why I fixated on that, except that my dad wore loafers. My grandpa, too. I’d never really known anyone my age who wore them, and to make it worse, he was wearing them with jeans. “Of course.” His smile, again, was very kind. “I thought you weren’t going to call, to be honest, and I thought it was a shame. You’re so beautiful, and I wanted a chance to give you a night you’d actually remember. In a good way.”

      My whole face heated up. “I’m not—that’s not something I have ever⁠—”

      His eyes flew wide, his mouth dropping open. He waved his hands. “No, not—that’s not what I meant. I was just saying I wanted to take you out, take you dancing, and show you a good time. I wanted us to have a chance to have a proper date.” He inhaled sharply, and then he smiled again. He held out his hand. “Brent North. Can we start over?”

      “I’m not sure we can.” I stared at his hand. “Because. . .” I looked up at his face. “I’m pregnant, Brent North, and since you’re my first and only, it’s got to be yours.”

      If I thought his eyes flew wide a minute before, I was wrong. He looked exactly like a horse at the barn, Magnificus, when he saw a plastic bag rolling in the wind. “You’re—” He coughed.

      He kept right on coughing.

      I finally stood up and patted his back. “Are you alright?”

      He grabbed my water and downed the entire glass. Then he set it down. “Sorry I drank all of that. I was not expecting you to say that, but if you’re pregnant, then I think we should get married.”

      “You think we should what?” I tilted my head. “I think I heard you wrong.”

      He smiled his really nice smile. “No, you heard me right. I think we should get married. You’re healthy and gorgeous. I’m young and have a decent job. I’ve always wanted a family. If we’re going to have a kid, why don’t we do it the right way?”

      “How about we start with a date?” I offered him my hand. “Samantha Stiber.”

      “Wow, Stiber?” Brent crinkled his nose as he took my hand. “Well, North will be a trade up in the name department.”

      “That’s rude.” I huffed and pulled my hand free. “I like my name.”

      He threw his hands up. “Sorry, sorry. Maybe you won’t even want to take my name, and that’s also okay.”

      That was more like it. “Yeah, we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves.”

      But after I talked to my mom and my sister and thought it over, and after two or three dates where I started to see the good and somewhat funny things about Brent, I relented. We told everyone we wanted a spring wedding, but really, I wanted a wedding before I had a prominent baby bump.

      When my friends showed up, Vanessa and Natalie, the loudest women in the world, squealing from the moment they climbed off the airplane, I was prepared to tell them my real reason for getting married so fast.

      “Okay, what do you still need help with?” Natalie asked, dragging a massive bag along behind her. “Because we are so excited, and you did so much when we got married, so we are ready to repay the favor.” She beamed.

      “We are just both so happy you found your Prince Charming.” Vanessa’s eyes, so bright, so hope-filled, turned on me full-force.

      “And you need to give us all the details of how you met. Stat,” Natalie said, squealing again. “Because this is just the very best day in the world.”

      “No, that’s two days from now, dummy,” Vanessa said. “Tomorrow’s the rehearsal dinner, and today’s just a prep day.” She sighed, rolling her eyes. “Focus.”

      Natalie flung her arms around me. “Sam knew what I meant.”

      And I did. I knew just what they meant. Both of them were deliriously happy married women, and they were already young mothers, too. They wanted the exact same things they had for me, and I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I was settling. . .because I’d gotten knocked up. I couldn’t say the words. So instead, I sent a quick text to my sister, warning her that they didn’t know I was pregnant, and I avoided champagne in every single way known to man over the next two days, and my friends had no earthly idea I was even pregnant when I started bleeding two weeks after my wedding.

      Brent was at work, so I was sitting in that doctor’s office on the cold, hard chairs all alone. Waiting. I twisted my wedding ring around and around on my hand until my fingers started to swell. Then I started pacing around the room like a herd-bound horse in a show stall.

      Until it occurred to me that pacing and walking might be dangerous for the baby if it was in trouble. I sat back down.

      Brent texted me rather unhelpfully.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is the baby okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      I turned my phone off.

      They finally took me back to wait in another room about half an hour later. And then after waiting and waiting and waiting, I talked to a doctor who did a very cold, very uncomfortable trans-vaginal ultrasound.

      “Is it okay? Is the heart still beating?” I craned my neck so that I could look at the screen, but the grey blobs on the screen meant absolutely nothing to me. “What does it show?”

      The doctor sighed. She looked pained. “Yeah, so, it’s not great news. There’s no longer a heartbeat.” Her voice was flat, and her lips were compressed into a thin line. “I’m really sorry to tell you this, but it looks like the bleeding’s evidence of a miscarriage. They’re quite common this early in the pregnancy.”

      I bolted upright on the exam table. “That can’t be. I married the father because I was pregnant.” I was breathing too fast, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “That’s the only reason we got married.”

      The tech next to the doctor looked horrified. “You did what?”

      The doctor’s head shake was tight. “I’m really very sorry. I know this is never the best news. But you’re quite young and you look very healthy, so I’m sure⁠—”

      I burst into tears then, so I have no idea what she said next. It took me almost half an hour to pull myself together enough to hear what they were saying about the passing of the fetus, and what to do under various circumstances. It took another forty minutes before I could compose myself enough to leave the room, and then I walked to my car in a haze. I knew people lost babies. I just never thought I would lose a baby. I had names picked out. Rupert was for a boy and Delores if it was a girl.

      We had picked out colors for the nursery.

      It was our baby, and now it was gone. A lump of cells that would be evacuating my body posthaste. I wanted to call Natalie and Vanessa and bawl. I wanted someone to hug me. I wanted someone to tell me that everything would be alright, because I wasn’t sure whether that was true. And I couldn’t call my friends, because they didn’t even know I was pregnant.

      They would be so confused.

      And then they’d be broken for me, and that would break me, too. So I didn’t call them. I didn’t tell them what happened. I told my mom, and my sister, and then I called Brent.

      He didn’t pick up.

      Which meant I couldn’t tell him what happened until he got home from work. I didn’t even have to tell him, because he could see it on my puffy, red face when he walked through the door.

      He didn’t say he was mad we got married for this thing that was no longer happening. He didn’t say anything at all. He just hugged me. It was the best thing he could have done, and for the first time, I thought I might actually love my husband. He might have been plain, and he might have been a little awkward, but he was also the only person who understood what I had lost.

      He had lost the same thing.

      Eight months later, I got another positive pregnancy test. This time, I resolved to tell my friends so they could celebrate with me. We had a girls’ trip in just two months, and I wanted to tell them in person. Only, three weeks before that trip, I had another miscarriage.

      This time, after two in a row, the doctor said something new. She was just as flat-toned, and she was just as dry, but she said, “Today, I’d like to get another ultrasound.”

      “But—you said there wasn’t a heartbeat.”

      This time, Brent had gone with me. He had rushed out of work without any notice or even a single word to his boss. He was holding my hands through it all. “Yeah, why do you need another ultrasound? Could you be wrong? Is there something we could do?”

      The doctor shook her head. “No, there’s nothing that can be done this early in the pregnancy, but I’m worried after two in a row. . .” She coughed. “I’d just like to check a few things.”

      “When?” I asked. I wanted her to say today.

      “I’ll set one up for next week,” she said. “Let’s let all this clear up, and then we’ll have you back in.”

      I spent a week in agony, watching the remains of my baby wash down the plumbing of our home, and I spent the week before I left on my girls’ trip doing ultrasounds and blood tests. Finally, my doctor sat me down to talk to me about the results.

      “It’s not the best news,” she said, in the same flat tone. “But it is news, and we’re always better off armed with knowledge.” She nodded, and I guessed that was about as close to a pep talk as Dr. Bellington was going to get.

      “What is the news?” Brent was frowning.

      “The ultrasound showed cysts on your ovaries, which isn’t necessarily always conclusive, and you’re quite thin, so at first we didn’t suspect this, but in a controlled study about thirty-five women out of a hundred and fifty who have Polycystic Ovary Syndrome are considered lean.”

      “Who have what?” I asked.

      She explained then that I suffered from something that usually made women gain weight, have acne, and lose their hair. It sounded like a total nightmare. “But there are several different phenotypes of the syndrome, and to be clear, it’s not a disease. It’s not something you contracted or something we can cure with treatment.”

      I blinked, and I tried to listen, and I worked my very hardest not to cry. The hardest words I ever uttered came next. “So will I ever be able to have a baby?”

      The doctor frowned. “We aren’t entirely sure. It’s much harder to become pregnant with this, but you have gotten pregnant twice already. Unfortunately, as you’ve already discovered, once you do become pregnant, you’re more than three times more likely to miscarry.”

      She’s talking to me like she’s telling me that I need blood pressure medicine, or like she’s informing me of the side effects of birth control, not telling me that, more than likely, I will never be a mom.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Her face hardened. She was annoyed, frustrated that I had more questions, and that I desperately wanted her to tell me some kind of good news.

      “But she isn’t heavy, and she doesn’t have acne, and her hair isn’t thin.” Brent’s brow was furrowed. “Are you sure she has this thing that you said she has?”

      “The lack of the usual symptoms makes it more impressive that we were able to diagnose it,” Dr. Bellington said. “Most doctors wouldn’t have caught it at all, and she’ll want to change her diet and exercise regimen to address the other complications with having this syndrome.”

      My whole life changed that day, and she wasn’t even talking to me about it.

      “I want to go.” I stood. “I’ll do my own research. Thanks for catching it.”

      Brent’s eyes widened, but he stood up.

      “But we have a whole packet of information⁠—”

      “We’re good. Let’s go.” I took Brent’s hand, and I marched out the door.

      I became obsessed after that with learning about my syndrome. I studied, I researched, and I tried things. I was sure, absolutely sure, that I would be able to work out, eat, and take supplements that would allow me to overcome this.

      I had been told my horse would never jump, but after a suspensory repair and a very long, very consistent recovery period, he did. I was told my lower leg was too busy to ever get it under control. With an hour a day of having my stirrups tied to the girth, ignoring people who said that was dangerous, I fixed it. I wasn’t someone who gave in because things were hard.

      In fact, over the next fourteen years, in the pursuit of some answers, I went to school and became a nurse practitioner. I studied, and worked, and I applied everything I learned.

      And I also miscarried seven more times.

      By the end, Brent was very, very sick of trying. Some days, he seemed to be pretty sick of me as well. “Why are you doing this to yourself?” he asked, after we lost our ninth baby. “Why are you doing it to me?”

      I blinked back the tears I knew I couldn’t stop. “Do you really not want a baby?”

      He threw his hands up into the air. “Of course I do. You know I do, but you’re broken, and it’s no one’s fault, but this is just torture.” He started pacing. “You’re just torturing yourself. I can’t watch it anymore.” He pointed at me. “I won’t.”

      And that was the first time I hated him a little bit.

      “Then we can adopt.”

      He shook his head. “You know how I feel about that. We’ve talked about it—how many times, now?” He tightened his hands into fists, still pacing. “I can’t. I’m not sure I can love a child that isn’t really mine. And you know adopted kids will have problems, and every time, I’ll feel like a monster for being mad about it.”

      “I think you’d be fine.” I stood.

      “Would you risk a child’s happiness on it?” He lifted both eyebrows. “Would you?”

      I collapsed back into my chair and started to weep. This time, instead of holding me like he had eight times before, he stormed out of the house, got in his car, and drove off somewhere. I had no idea where, and I didn’t care.

      My uterus wasn’t the only thing that felt broken.

      It had broken us, which was ironic, because my uterus got us together in the first place.

      So, yeah.

      My friends have been growing and improving and basically shining since high school, but me? I’ve really only fallen apart, broken down, and generally disappointed everyone in my life, including myself.
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      Living in Austin, Texas, I was familiar with the idea of what a drought does to pastures and fields. The grass dies, sure, but as the horses pace and frolic, they turn dead grass into a dusty, messy lot.

      And then when it does finally rain, that lot turns into a mud slick.

      Or marshmallow fluff when twelve-hundred-pound horses walk on it.

      It’s disgusting.

      To try and prevent that from happening, the barn I rode at would sometimes drag hoses and sprinklers around to keep the grass alive during dry periods. Sure, it was costly running the well around the clock, and it was messy, moving sprinklers, because sometimes you’d leave them in one place too long and it would get muddy. It got your legs and hands wet when you moved them. You were always tripping over a hose.

      But it was part of my job when I was working to pay for my riding.

      There was this one hose that was really like ten hoses all twisted together, because that hose had to water an entire two-acre pasture. The barn manager was so cheap that he never wanted to replace any of them, no matter how old or janky they were. Near the end of the summer, the last hose in the setup started leaking where it joined with the one before it. I tried to tighten it, hoping to eliminate the slow leak, but it didn’t ever help.

      When I moved the sprinkler, I always had to find a super dry spot for that leaking joint, or that small leak in a concentrated area would turn into a massive lake. I mentioned the problem to the property manager, but he said, ‘figure it out,’ so I dealt with it for more than two weeks, moving that sprinkler twice as often as the others to try and avoid creating wet, boggy spots for the horses. It was the big gelding pasture and they were already plenty stupid enough. They didn’t need extra reasons to slip or fall.

      Then, on a Friday morning, blessedly, it finally rained!

      We shut the stupid hoses off and coiled them all up.

      Within less than a week, though, the ground was dry and hard again, and we had to turn the sprinklers back on. But before I did, I had an idea. I took that weak, leaky spot, and with the hoses turned off, I tightened the joint between the two as much as I could.

      When I turned the sprinkler back on, miracle of miracles, it didn’t leak! I realized that I had been unable to tighten it enough to stop the leak when there was pressure in the line, but once that pressure was gone, I was able to repair the damage.

      I’ve thought about that hose a lot of times since that summer. The basic principle was quite simple, and had I known a plumber, they probably would have suggested I shut the dumb hoses off before trying to tighten up the leak, I’m sure. But to me, someone unfamiliar with water pressure and how sprinklers and hoses work, it was a revelation.

      Sometimes in our lives, we can’t fix a problem when it’s under pressure. Sometimes we have to remove the stress and remove ourselves from the situation before we can make the necessary repairs. I even thought about that hose when I decided to make the move to Ireland. I considered this purchase to be an escape, of sorts, fleeing the mess of a life that Mason destroyed with all his untrustworthy behavior.

      I thought that here, at least for me, I could start anew, without the pressure in the line from the sprinklers running.

      But then Mason followed me.

      He’s made it so that healing from the damage he dealt me is almost impossible, it seems. What I hoped was an empty threat has become all too real as he’s bought a home and just keeps showing up everywhere.

      Like the water for the pasture, I know it’s good.

      My kids need a father.

      And if he really means to be a better father, that’s great for them. But I can’t help thinking that they’re the grass, and Mason’s the water, but I’m the part of the pasture that keeps turning into a messy, boggy puddle because the water won’t stop coming.

      It makes me hate the stupid water.

      Or maybe this whole analogy’s whack. But the other thing that’s whack is coming in from carrying hay and filling water troughs to my own kitchen and being face-to-face with the man I divorced, smiling at me over a cup of coffee like we’re still married. “Hey, honey.”

      Rage bubbles up inside of me and spills over. “I wish I could say ‘good morning,’ but it’s taken a sudden turn for the worse,” I say. “I thought we discussed you getting my prior approval before just showing up.”

      “Blaine invited me,” Mason says. “Unless you’re saying your children can’t give approval to their own father to enter their home?” He raises his eyebrows.

      “They can’t.” I frown. “That’s what being a child’s parent means. Only I can give approval for people to enter my home. A home I pay for. A home I run. Blaine’s a beloved member of the household, but⁠—”

      “Dad!” Blaine bursts through the hallway above us and clatters down the stairs. “Did you bring it?”

      Mason’s smile is smug as he turns away from me and smiles at Blaine. “I did, sweetie.” He lifts a bag—a large bag.

      “What’s that?” I hate that I can’t even ream him right now, not in front of the kids. We agreed not to disparage each other in front of them, and I swear, he takes advantage of that at every single turn.

      “Popcorn.” Blaine has reached the kitchen and she snatches the bag out of his hand.

      “We have popcorn,” I say. “He didn’t need to⁠—”

      Blaine spins around, her free hand on her hip. “Mom, it can’t be seasoned or have butter. It has to be plain, air-popped popcorn, or it could make Pudge sick!”

      I glare at Mason.

      “Dad had to buy an air-popper, but the good news is, he says he’ll bring me popcorn any time I want. It’s Pudge’s favorite, and it’s healthy for her, too.”

      Now I see why he’s so smug. He just bought himself an air-popping pass to come over any time.

      Oh, no he doesn’t.

      It takes me all of fourteen seconds to find an air-popper on Amazon, and it even suggests I add a bag of kernels to my order. Why, yes. Yes, I will. Make that two.

      I hold my phone aloft like it’s a major trophy. “Well, I just ordered an air popper, so now this big inconvenience to your dad won’t be necessary.”

      “Or.” Blaine’s eyes widen. “Dad says since he lives close, we can go over there every other weekend, and I can bring Pudge, so at least Dad’ll have some popcorn at his place, too!”

      Every other weekend?

      It’s reasonable. It’s the reasonable thing for me to allow, because I got the full custody order when I thought I was moving out here alone, and I did it by holding his illegal activities over his head. If I refuse to let him see his kids after he’s moved here to be closer to them. . .I’m basically the devil.

      I force a smile. “What a great idea,” I say. “But in the future, with as busy as our mornings are, it would be best if your dad ran it past me before he popped over.” I point at the counter where I set up a breakfast yogurt bar. Three kinds of yogurt, a few different types of chopped fruit, several varieties of granola, and chia seeds. This has been a hit at the hotel, and the kids love picking their own toppings for their yogurt, too. “Why don’t you grab yourself some breakfast, and I’ll wake everyone else up.”

      “Here, Dad.” Blaine hands the popcorn back. “Can you put this in that little shed near Pudge’s yard on the way out?”

      I can’t help my smile at her casual dismissal. It would have been rude coming from me, but my own little precocious daughter meant no insult, so he can’t take offense. “Yes, could you, please?” I toss my head at the back door, which is presumably how he let himself in. Our door’s essentially always open, thanks to all the animal chores we help with.

      Mason takes the popcorn, and he shrugs. “Sure, but I also came by to invite your mom to lunch.”

      “I respectfully decline,” I say.

      His brow furrows, and his lips compress.

      “I have a very busy day, and as you can imagine, with a million things that need doing around here, I don’t see the rest of the week being better.” Plus, there’s absolutely zero reason for us to go to lunch.

      He sighs. “Well, I thought you might want to sit down and pick what weekends would work best for the kids to stay with me, but if you’d like me to just select which ones⁠—”

      “Fine.” I would rather go over something like that in a public place, instead of having him just pop up here. “Yes, we can take our calendars and sit and eat a sandwich while we talk about what weeks I’ll be generous enough to let you have the kids.”

      His furrowed brow graduates to a scowl. “You know very well the reason⁠—”

      But the other kids are coming down the stairs like a herd of water buffalo, and he snaps his mouth shut. At least he’s trying to be pleasant, especially when they’re around. And it’s been a few weeks since he’s tried to entice me to go on a date, so maybe he’s not entirely mentally unhinged.

      “Pudge will be so happy you came by.” Which is about as close as I can get to telling him to get out without actually saying it. “Thanks for the popcorn.”

      Mason still looks stormy as he stomps out. I’m annoyed at how good-looking he still is, in spite of age, a divorce, and a lot of dishonest and even some criminal activity. Shouldn’t people’s outsides match their insides?

      I’m still in a funk when Paul pokes my leg. “Mummy, thanks for the granola bar.”

      I frown. “We didn’t have granola bars. We had⁠—”

      “He means, the bar of stuff to add to the granola,” Amelia says. “Like the burrito bars you do, but with yogurt and granola.”

      That makes me smile. I made the kids a granola bar. I laugh. “Sure, okay.” It’s always funny to me when something’s true, but it doesn’t mean what your brain has been conditioned to think it means. “Maybe we’ll have granola bars for breakfast more often.”

      Amelia and Blaine look at each other and at the very same time, they both say, “Nature Valley Granola Bars.”

      A chill runs up my arm. “What was that?”

      Hannah’s head turns slowly toward mine. “They say twins will have their own language, and that no one can break into their special relationship.”

      “But ours never do,” Clara says. “They just fight.”

      “Except for whatever weird Twilight Zone crap that was,” Hannah says.

      Amelia and Blaine are now laughing in an almost unhinged way.

      “What’s going on?” I bump Blaine’s shoulder, since she’s closest to me, standing near the table.

      “Nothing.” Blaine looks at Amelia and they start giggling all over again.

      Finally, I roll my eyes and start ushering people toward the door. As usual, Hannah’s gathering dishes up from wherever people abandoned them and setting them in the sink. Her biggest family chore is loading the dishes and hand washing anything that needs it. She takes it seriously, and she gets annoyed when people don’t at least rinse their stuff. “Always leaving the gross food to just crust on there,” she’s muttering as she rinses the end of Paul’s granola down the drain.

      Our sink didn’t have a garbage disposal when we got here, but that’s the first thing I had Samantha help me install. Luckily, she’s decent with plumbing, because my kids put everything down the sink drain, except for eggshells and potato peels. I think I’ve adequately drilled it into their heads that they can’t shove those down and expect it not to clog.

      “Alright,” I say. “Everyone in the cars.” I wish it could be one car, but that would basically shaft Vanessa. It hardly seemed the kind thing to do.

      Clara got her license to drive here, which they call a Category B for cars, but she could do it because she was seventeen. Trace won’t be seventeen until almost Christmas, so he just has a provisional license to drive a car. He’s old enough to drive a scooter, but neither Vanessa nor I thought that was a great plan.

      That means Clara can drive the older kids—I bought a little Volkswagen Golf for her—and Vanessa and I trade off taking Paul, Amelia, Blaine, and Trina. Their school’s close, but the drop-off is annoying. Plus, I didn’t want to buy a car that seated eight just so that Clara could drive all the kids around for two months.

      Vanessa’s already looking at cars for Trace, so I assume he’ll get something soon, and then those two can trade off dropping the little kids at school in the morning. That’ll be super nice.

      “Let’s go, guys. I can’t make Trina late again.”

      Not that they really care in her grade, but still.

      The mornings are hectic, but I like them. We wake up super early and help with barn tasks, then the girls usually go back to sleep for half an hour while I make something for breakfast. I don’t do it every single day, but I kind of enjoy putting meals together. I know I only have a year or so before Clara leaves, and I’m mourning her departure in advance.

      I like eating together.

      Plus, since I evicted their dad, I feel like eating together helps us feel like a family. Every Wednesday morning, Vanessa and her kids and Samantha join us too. Those are fun—we alternate between Vanessa’s place and mine. We call it Waffle Wednesday, and we all get kind of excited about it.

      But today’s a Monday, and once I get back, I have to clean up the remaining breakfast mess. I toss the leftover yogurt and the end of the uneaten fruit to the chickens, who fall upon it with great delight. I’ve really enjoyed having chickens—much more than I expected. I finally walk down to the main house and duck into my office.

      It’s time for me to run through projections for the next few months. Our final summer numbers were much better than anyone expected. Even with the deductible for the barn repair, and after the extra things that came up with the covered arena we’re nearly done adding, the hemorrhage wasn’t as painful as I anticipated. I’m actually smiling as I look at the balance.

      Even with our employees, and even with opening late in the season, we’re revenue positive for the summer.

      I mean, I’m not including our capitalized start-up costs, like linens, signage, new software purchases, computers, etc. But just the normal operations of the hotel, including paying the three of us modest salaries, that was in the black.

      Plus, Vanessa and her mother-in-law both made capital contributions, so going into the fall, we’re sitting pretty. I’m optimistic as I open the bookings calendar for the fall. That’s when my stomach drops. The software we use has a little ‘occupancy over a fixed period’ calculation that’s always showing at the bottom right, and ours for the months of September, October, November, and December is twenty-one percent.

      Twenty-one percent.

      We’re doomed.

      I knew that Ireland had a pretty pronounced high season. Most places that aren’t a string of islands in the tropical part of the world do.

      I guess I just didn’t realize it would be quite this stark.

      It’s probably because we’re new, so we have zero established visitors. From what I’ve read, the off-season is usually propped up by people who take a month or sometimes even a season and spend time in places they know will be less busy. Many of those people become like migratory birds, returning time and again for a similar experience.

      By the time Vanessa and Trish, her mother-in-law, show up, I’ve processed the depressingly low bookings, and I’ve come up with the beginnings of a plan.

      “What’s all this?” Vanessa’s eyes are darting around at my many sheets of paper, all covered with writing, scattered across our small conference table.

      “Um.” I stand abruptly, scattering the papers further. I’m not sure why I’m standing, except it’s a nervous response. I feel better prepared to handle things when I’m standing. “Maybe we should see if Samantha can come too.” I wince.

      “What’s going on?” Trish’s eyebrow arches. “Why do you look like you got caught with no underpants on?”

      I splutter. “My underpants are fine.”

      “What’s wrong?” Vanessa’s eyes, always kind, look like they could belong to Bambi’s mother right now. It’s like she’s trying to love me into being calm.

      It makes me smile. “It’s fine.” I sigh, and then I sit, trying to smooth the papers back into rows. “When I got in today, I was planning to run numbers for the fall. You know, make some plans. See where there were holes in the bookings, and find ways to try and prop them up with either ads or. . .” I swallow.

      “What’s wrong?” Vanessa sits, still staring at me.

      But Trish is rifling through the papers. “A New Year’s Eve Ball?” When she looks up, her eyes are bright. “A Thanksgiving Day dinner?” She’s beaming. “What is all this?”

      “Our fall bookings are abysmal.” I’m horrified to hear that I draw in a ragged breath and then I hiccup, like I’m drunk or something. “I—we’re at twenty percent occupancy between now and Christmas.”

      “It’s early, still,” Vanessa says. “It’s, what? September twenty-third?”

      “Twenty-fifth,” I say. “But our bookings this month have been quite bad.” I cough. “I thought it was school starting and it would pick up some, but. . .” My shoulders fall, and I drop into my seat.

      “Well, I love all these ideas.” Trish is still rummaging through the papers. “Oooh, a Halloween costume party? We should do this.” Her head snaps up. “Did you know that Halloween came from the Celtic festival of Samhain?” I can always see the top of her dentures when she smiles really big like that. “They will love a Halloween party here, I bet.”

      “Look, I was just brainstorming so when you guys got here, I could mention some ways we might increase interest over the off-season.”

      “These sound like a lot of work.” Vanessa’s frowning in counterpoint to Trish’s delight, apparently. “And I wonder how much we’ll spend on them. Do people travel for this sort of thing? A Halloween party?”

      “I think they would,” Trish says. “Or at least if they already are traveling, they could come here for the Thanksgiving dinner, surely.”

      “But then we’ll spend our Thanksgiving working.” Vanessa’s frowning even more. “I thought we had a reserve built up just for this, because we were getting started in the off-season.” She looks up at me.

      “We do have a reserve,” I say.

      But the more I’ve thought about it, the more I’ve realized that our reserve is basically all our savings. And if we spend it over the next year trying to get this business off the ground and then we fail, we’re all dead in the water.

      And it’ll be all my fault.
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