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“IT SAYS HERE, Dynamo, that Rich Bachman is looking for a new rider. Part-time, mostly young horses, weekly wage. I could do that.”


I looked up from my magazine to see how my horse was taking the news. 


Honestly, he didn’t seem that impressed. Dynamo was leaning his broad red chest against his rubber stall guard, trying to get a wisp of hay which had blown just out of reach. I reached into the bag of baby carrots slumped beside my folding chair and tossed him one. It rolled to a stop in front of his nose, and he slurped it up, then looked at me for more. His forelock hung over his eyes, half obscuring the star at the top of his crooked blaze.


He was looking a little scruffy, really. I’d been so busy working on the property over the past couple of months, I hadn’t noticed that Dynamo’s usually trim mane was growing long and his bridle path had grown out. He had a little mohawk standing up behind his ears.


“Ugh, buddy, I have to get you cleaned up this week. Sorry I let your looks go like that.”


Dynamo made a grumbling little nicker at me, which should have been sweet, but just made me feel bad. I was feeling a little guilty today. Not just because I’d let my star event horse (okay, my only event horse) get so ragged, but also because the feed room behind me was bare. There was nothing. No hay, no grain. Not even any alfalfa pellets. And it was past Dynamo’s dinner time.


I threw him another carrot. “The feed guy will be here any minute now, I promise.”


I glanced at the cracked old clock across the aisle, hanging over the tack room door. The feed store delivery was over an hour late. Dynamo was not the sort of horse to appreciate a hold-up. Feeding time had never been late back at Osprey Ridge—mostly because Laurie had drilled it into my brain that horses had to eat at the same time every day or they’d die, or at least tear the barn down, and I was the person responsible for getting the entire barn fed on time. So I’d tried to uphold a similarly strict schedule since I’d moved him to my own property, and Dynamo told me off when I failed.


It could be hard to believe Dynamo had been a rescue horse once. He’d gotten used to white-glove service and prompt attention to all of his needs, like a movie orphan adopted by a millionaire.


Of course, Dynamo didn’t know about my cash flow problem. I was far from a millionaire, although I had my hopes for the future. Big things were on the horizon for me. This rundown little farm on the wrong side of Ocala horse country was just the first step.


I went back to my magazine and started reading again as Dynamo wiggled his upper lip over the concrete aisle, looking for any bits of carrot he’d missed. “This says Rich has one of the most successful and established eventing barns in Ocala. And he’s represented the U.S. in two World Equestrian Games. Can you imagine if I could get a job with someone like that? I’d have a paycheck and some name recognition around here. Talk about two birds with one stone.”


My horse, ever supportive, just snorted and withdrew into his stall to sulk.


I tossed aside the magazine and sighed, looking up and down the aisle as if the feed store delivery would materialize out of thin air, like a mirage in a cartoon. Nothing to see. The sun was sinking, a steamy Florida afternoon settling into a sultry Florida evening, and the only sounds were the raspy complaints of mockingbirds in the shaggy hedges framing the ends of the barn. I was thankful for those birds, even if their natural voices sounded more like saws cutting through dry wood than anything resembling birdsong. In the mornings they sang sweet melodies, jumping every few seconds from one bird language to the next, and their company cut the silence of my little farm, set back so far from the county highway that I could barely even hear trucks go by.


It got weird out here, being alone all the time, and so I’d started reading out loud just to hear someone’s voice. Even my voice was better than nothing. Sometimes I left the radio on a talk station, but I lived so far out in the boondocks, the only talk shows in a language I understood were either very religious or very political. Not very cheerful after a tough day. All I really wanted right now was someone to hand me a Diet Coke and say, “Tell me all about it, Jules.” Maybe, “Wow, you’re really killing it, Jules!”


Clearing out the last four stalls in the barn had been a scary, dirty adventure I hoped I never had to repeat. There was a reason I’d been putting the task off for the past two months, concentrating instead on making sure I had a safe stall for Dynamo, tidy tack and feed rooms, and clearing the weeds out of the space I’d designated as a riding ring. Finally, though, the rest of the barn beckoned. If I didn’t clean this place up, I’d never be able to attract any horses in training. And I needed horses to train if I was going to cover my bills.


The stalls were disgusting. Oh my God, just thinking about it gave me the heebie-jeebies. I’d pulled out old horse blankets, and heaps of trash, and a pile of rusting bucket handles festooned with spider eggs, and even a small mammal skeleton. I couldn’t identify what it had been. It was awful. The spiders alone were enough to make me rethink every life decision I’d ever made…but chiefly, the one to buy a barn with my tiny, surprise college fund instead of actually going to college.


But at least now the job was done and never had to be done again.


At least, for as long as I stayed here.


“I’m never setting up shop in an abandoned barn again,” I told Dynamo’s tail, just visible in the gloom of his stall. “From here on out, it’s fancy new barns that someone else has already pressure-washed and cleared. No spiders, no rats, no trips to the dump with other people’s crap. That’s a promise.”


He snorted, as if to say, yeah right.


Well, at least he was listening.


My phone chirped, and I pulled it from my pocket almost too eagerly, nearly dropping it on the concrete floor. “Hello,” I said urgently. “Jules Thornton.”


“Yeah, is this your sign down at the road, Green sumthin? I can’t read the whole thing with all these vines over it.”


“That’s it.” I jumped up and ran to the end of the barn aisle, trying to see down my driveway. But the sandy track was long, and the banked ditches on either side were overgrown by thickets of palmetto, scrub oak, and kudzu vine. I hadn’t gotten to that part of the farm yet. There was a lot to clean up. I thought I could hear a diesel engine growling. “You’re here. Green Winter Farm. Just turn at that sign and my barn is at the end.”


“Looks pretty narrow,” the driver said doubtfully. “I think I might have to leave your order at the road.”


“Oh, please don’t!” I knew I sounded panicked, but I had good reason. This order was a literal half-ton: six bales of three-string alfalfa, two dozen bales of orchard grass hay, and four fifty-pound bags of grain. The alfalfa alone would weigh more than a hundred pounds per bale. I’d only ordered so much because it got me free delivery, which meant someone else would cart it into my feed room. The very idea of loading all of that feed and hay into my pickup bed and then unloading it again made my back ache. And after clearing those stalls, I was already feeling pretty sore. “Please don’t leave it by the road. I’m here by myself and I don’t know how I’ll get it into the feed room without help.”


“Sorry, miss. My trailer’s just too wide. You gotta clear this road some before next time.”


“But I ordered delivery from your store because I can’t unload it all myself.” I knew being sharp wouldn’t help the situation, but my temper had a way of taking over. Laurie had warned me to be nice to everyone, and I was trying, I really was. But this was serious. I put on my toughest, cop-on-the-streets voice. “Listen, pal, if you leave my order at the end of the road, I’ll never order from your store again.”


“Miss, I can’t change your driveway. That’s up to you. The delivery’ll be by your mailbox.”


He hung up.


I stared at my phone, then back up the driveway. Yeah, it was pretty narrow at the moment, but it had been wide enough for my truck and trailer when I had moved here. This guy was a joke. He just didn’t want to drive up here. “Jerk,” I muttered, heading for my truck.


I was ready to show him what a liar he was, but when I got to the end of my driveway, the truth stared me in the face. The feed store’s delivery truck was massive, like something you’d see from a big furniture place, almost a semi-trailer. I’d seriously underestimated how many deliveries a feed store on the edge of Florida’s horse country would make in a day. Probably more than a feed store back in my hometown would make in a week. Two guys were unloading my order with the help of a mini forklift they’d brought along. A mini forklift.


I got out of my truck and stared at the scope of the operation. Somehow, I was never prepared for how over-the-top Ocala was. This place did horses the way Kennebunkport did boats, or Daytona Beach did race cars. Everywhere else in the world, horses were an afterthought. One time I’d gone to the hospital for a bitten thumb and the doctor had been so surprised a horse had done it, he called in a couple other doctors to show them.


“A horse?” he’d asked, in tones of wonder. “Where’d you find a horse?”


The guy on the ground saw me watching. “You see, lady?” He was the one I’d been talking to on the phone. I recognized the contempt in his voice. “We’re not fitting down there.”


Another truck roared by on the county highway, and the delivery van shook in its wake. The road was straight as an arrow, leading from Ocala out to Florida’s sparsely populated Nature Coast. Drivers hit some pretty serious speeds out here. The guy on the forklift watched the truck tear into the distance before he unleashed some impressive swearing, which basically articulated how much he hated speeding trucks passing six feet from his head.


“I don’t love delivering feed on this shoulder,” the first guy told me. “It’s dangerous. Next time, either come and get it, or widen your driveway. You gotta cut back all those vines.”


“I know. I see that.” I sighed. “But is there any way you can load everything into the back of my truck? That would help me out a lot.”


The delivery guy looked at me for a long moment. I did my best to look pitiful and alone, young and scared. I guess it wasn’t that hard, or I really nailed the part, because he finally caved. “Yeah, we can do that.”







All of me hurt when I went inside my doublewide trailer an hour later, but Dynamo was up to his ears in a pile of hay and the feed room felt fully stocked again, so I felt like I had breathing room again. I’d found there was nothing scarier than running out of feed. I could go without, but my dog and my horse sure couldn’t.


Luckily, I didn’t have to starve tonight, either. I went straight to the kitchen and opened the freezer, pulling out a bag which promised me a teriyaki chicken feast in just ten minutes, and turned on the stovetop. I was sweaty and gross, but getting protein into my system had to be the priority. If I took a shower before I ate, I’d sit down on my bed to rub my hair dry and fall asleep in my towel before I could get dressed. I’d seen this episode a few times already.


Marcus came wagging out of the bedroom, his brown beagle eyes blinking away sleep. He liked to come inside during the long, sultry afternoons, and I’d left him inside all evening so he couldn’t get caught under a delivery truck’s wheels. Now he shoved his cool nose against me, sniffing all the disgusting barn scents I’d carried in with me. “I smell like moldy hay and dead things,” I said to the dog. “Is that what you like?”


His tail wagged madly. It is. Oh, it is.


“Good boy. At least someone loves me. Or food,” I amended as Marcus followed me hopefully to the refrigerator. “Someone loves food.”


Once he was munching happily on his mash of canned food and kibble, I went back to fixing my supper. Marcus would eat some of that, too. I went easy on the seasonings. He didn’t like too much pepper. It made him sneeze. Big, adorable beagle sneezes. I smiled at him as he licked his bowl. This was good. Things were good. Things were fine.


I liked nights in my own place. Inside wasn’t as lonely as outside. I’d expected the opposite to be true, and everyone—Laurie, my parents, the few boarders at Osprey Ridge who spoke to me like I was a human—had told me the nights would be scary and lonely, hard to deal with after always living a suburban lifestyle, other humans always just a few feet away.


I’d been more than willing to deal with some scary nights in order to make my own way. A few spooky shadows on the wall? What about them? I could endure a lot if it meant becoming a trainer, and leaving behind my old life for good.


I could settle down with my dinner and Friends reruns and Marcus at my side, and think on how hard I’d worked that day and how much closer I was to achieving everything I’d always wanted. My dream farm. My barn full of horses in training. My name up in lights. I had an entire blank wall waiting for the ribbons and photos which would go up once my amazing eventing career began.


I pushed aside the bills on the coffee table to make room for my plate. Okay, those were a real damper on the whole envisioning my future thing. The thin envelopes were stacking up much faster than I’d expected. How could I already owe so much money?


I gathered them up and walked them back to the kitchen, dumping the bills on the table I rarely used. But the worry of them followed me back to the living room.


It was crazy, the way things added up. I’d only been here two months. I only had one horse. I was doing all the repairs I could by myself. But it turned out building up a farm required cash reserves for things I hadn’t known about. Besides the regular things like mortgage and electric, and the propane delivery for the big tank behind the trailer, there were expenses I hadn’t counted on: emergency repair work on the well when it wheezed and died; re-wiring in the barn when it turned out the tack room lights liked to fade in and out like a haunted house; step-in posts, electric braid, and a hot-box when I accidentally shoved a fence post over and realized all the fences were rotting. At every turn, this farm had an additional problem waiting to taunt me.


Well, I couldn’t say there’d been no warning. Everyone—my parents, Laurie, the few teachers who still held out any hope for me—had been thrilled to tell me why buying a farm at my age was a terrible idea. But I still couldn’t see why college would be any better. How would a business degree help me with my bad wiring? Did they teach farm maintenance at the University of Florida? If so, I’d missed that entry in the catalog.


Whatever. I was here. This was happening. If I needed extra money, I’d find it. Needing money had never slowed me down before. I’d worked my way through almost a decade of my life so far. Cleaning stalls, scrubbing buckets, and schooling naughty lesson horses for saddle-time: try that for an education.


“Hop up here, Marcus.” I patted the couch cushion beside me. The beagle jumped up and pressed close, ready for his second dinner.


“They told me not to buy this place,” I told Marcus, handing him a snow pea. He chomped it, swallowed, and stared intently at my plate, poised for another. “They said I wasn’t ready.” I gave him a nibble of chicken. “They said I’d go broke.” A little bite of carrot. “All we can do now is prove them wrong.”


Where was that magazine I’d been reading earlier? Left in the barn. I wanted to look at the ad for Rich Bachman’s place again, the job posting for a rider. But I knew just what it said. And I knew it was the answer. I could ride for Rich Bachman, make enough money to cover my bills here, and grow my business.


He’d be at Oak Valley Horse Trials this weekend. Everyone would be there. I was riding in Preliminary with Dynamo, our third outing at this level. Our first outing without a trainer, not that Laurie had been much help to us at Prelim. She’d been in over her head with me and my ambitions to ride at the upper levels for a while now.


“No one else wants to event, Jules,” she’d told me, from an office strewn with hunter/jumper entry forms and ribbons. “There’s no money in it for me. Sometimes I think you insisted on eventing just to be difficult.”


Maybe she was right. But I loved that eventing was a sport where I didn’t feel like I was too poor to belong from the moment I arrived at the show-grounds. If there was a rags-to-riches story waiting for me, it would not happen in Hunterland, with thousand-dollar show weekends that seemed to double as fashion shows. I could enter an event for a fraction of the cost of a horse show, no one would smirk at my Thoroughbred for not being the right breed du jour, and the state of my consignment-shop clothes and tack had no bearing on my scores.


Of course, if that was going to be my story, I was still in the rags portion.


“I’ll give Rich a call tomorrow,” I said aloud. “Let him know I’d like to try out for the job. And ask if he can talk about it at the event.”


Maybe everyone at home had been right, and I hadn’t been prepared for owning a farm. But I was ready to win my division this weekend. And what better way to try out for a rider gig, than by winning in front of the boss?


This job would be mine. I could see the steps laid out before me: get paid, fix fencing, acquire clients, train horses, become independent and world-renowned event rider. It was all right there.


“Have some chicken, Marcus,” I told my beagle, and we ate dinner together, while the cast of Friends lived their best lives on TV.
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IN FLORIDA, RIDING in a May event was an iffy proposition. Would it be too hot? Too wet? Too dry? It would certainly be awful. The only question was which kind of awful it would be. Florida in May was the worst.


May was the dividing line between hot dry spring and sultry stormy summer. Every day could bring something different, from a soaking tropical storm to a clear blue sky, but one thing was certain: the heat was on. This May was feeling like one of the hot, dry ones so far. The temperatures just kept shooting up, the sky just kept on being blue, the clouds just didn’t want to boil up into storms. It figured that Oak Valley Horse Trials would take place on the hottest weekend of the season. Typical.


But the entry was in, the check was cashed, and our goose was cooked. We were absolutely competing this coming weekend. I started getting up earlier, trying to ride Dynamo around daybreak. Marcus found my early alarm annoying at first, sighing heavily and refusing to leave bed. But even sleepy beagles can learn to adjust their schedule. By the third day of early rises, I walked into the kitchen after brushing my teeth and found he was already waiting for breakfast.


I decided it was a good thing: riding Dynamo early was a good way to start as I meant to go on. The early alarm clock would have come, eventually. Sure, I only had one horse in my barn now. But that would change. Maybe in a matter of days! A good showing this weekend, a top three finish, and a few lucky breaks, and I might have some calls from potential clients.


That was the goal, anyway.


So I had to come out swinging on Saturday morning with a perfect dressage test, then keep the good times rolling with a fantastic cross-country run and stadium jumping round. This weekend would be my first outing since I’d moved here and set up shop for myself. When people saw us out there, killing it on the cross-country course, jumping clear in the stadium, finishing on our dressage score, I’d get some attention. Some name recognition. My barn would fill up, every stall filled with a paying customer. Every horse a hope, a dream, an investment, a paycheck.


“Which means I really have to get the fencing fixed,” I announced, looking over the property from Dynamo’s back. My farm might still be a scruffy place, but it was mine, and I enjoyed looking over it, envisioning what I’d have in the future, when there was money for black-board fences, orange clay arenas, primary-color jumps. Funny how the good stuff all came in its own color schemes.


The pitted little arena I’d reclaimed from straggly cow pasture was mostly grass, with some white sand just peeking through. When I didn’t feel like helping Dynamo pick his way through the grass clumps and bare roots, I took him on a circuit around the perimeter of the property. The entire place had been mown just before we’d moved in, but heaven only knew when it would get mowed again. I counted on having some horses grazing in these derelict paddocks before the summer grass got out of hand, because I definitely didn’t have a tractor budget.


We were walking along the western edge of the property, which only bordered a cow pasture, when Dynamo spooked hard. I stuck tight in the saddle, my heels down and my hands in his chestnut mane, and when he straightened out, I looked over the barbed-wire fence separating my farm from the broad, open field beyond. To my surprise, a man in a white cowboy hat stood up. He’d been kneeling by a fence-post, completely hidden by a thicket of scrub oak.


“Goodness,” I spluttered. “No wonder my horse spooked.”


“Sorry about that,” the cowboy said, grinning. He didn’t look that sorry, but it was fine. He rubbed at his dark, stubbly beard and looked me over. “You boarding your horse here? Or did your parents buy this place? We heard it was someone from down near Tampa.”


I drew myself up taller in the saddle. “No, it’s my farm. I bought it. My name is Jules Thornton.” I said my name with authority, as if he should know it. The way I’d keep saying it until people did know my name before they met me.


“Oh. Well, pardon me, then. You look a little young to be runnin’ a farm, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


I minded very much, but I really should get used to it. Most girls my age were in college, not starting horse farms in the Middle of Nowhere, Florida. “I guess I am, but I know what I’m doing. I’ve been taking care of horses since I was a kid.”


“Well, good luck to you. But you’re not living out here alone, are you? In that house?”


I bit my lip. Dynamo shifted beneath me. I knew I shouldn’t tell the world I was living on this ten-acre farm all alone, but this was my neighbor. Or maybe an employee of my neighbor. “For now,” I said carefully. Maybe I could imply more people were on the way.


His eyebrows went up and disappeared under his hat. “Phew. You’re pretty brave. I’ve been in that house. How’s that soft spot in the hallway? Reckon the plywood needs replaced. Actually, the whole place probably needs replaced. Trailers don’t last long out here. Unless you put a roof over ’em.”


“I walk around the soft spot for now.” I shrugged the rotting floors away. As if I could just up and buy a new manufactured home. Sure, the doublewide’s roof leaked, the floors had soft spots (way more than just the one in the hallway), and the wind whistled through the cheap window frames…and yeah, I was pretty sure the sink in the second bathroom was considering a plunge through the wall into the adjacent dining room.


But I looked at all those failings as opportunities. As in, I never would have had been able to buy this property for next to nothing if the house had been considered livable in any conventional sense.


“You get the mice out of the air conditioning?”


There was one rule about my house: we didn’t talk about the mice in the air conditioning. That was not something I was willing to revisit.


“They’re gone,” I assured him. “I promise you, there’s nothing here I can’t manage.”


He grinned, as if he knew why my face had hardened. I wondered how much time he’d spent wandering around my house before I’d moved here. The place had been vacant for years. The real estate agent had been reluctant to open the front door. Or maybe her real problem had been the nest of possums right next to the door, living their best life in a stack of abandoned citrus crates. Maybe the local cowboys had sometimes used the place as a little clubhouse until I’d shown up.


“You ought to invite a friend up to live with you,” he advised me. “It’s lonesome out here. A lot can go wrong.”


Sure, I thought. A friend. Like I had so many of those.


“That’s a good idea,” I told him. “Maybe I’ll get someone to move in here. Keep away the strangers.”


The cowboy gave me a careful once-over, still grinning. Then he turned and looked over the field, waving an arm to take in all the wide-open space. “There’s someone here once a day to check the cattle in this field. But otherwise the ranch is about two miles that way.” He pointed west, up the highway, towards the line where the clear blue sky met the burned yellow grass. “I guess we’re your closest neighbors. You come up if you ever need help. Someone will come down. Wait a sec.” He fumbled with a notepad in the front pocket of his jeans, a little pen tucked inside. “Here’s a phone number to keep, just in case. Ranch office. I’ll tell them I gave you the number.”


“Thanks,” I said, leaning down to pocket the number. I couldn’t imagine ever needing it. But it was nice to have neighbors. I would have preferred an Olympic eventer, but cowboys would work, too. “Where’s your horse?” I asked, glancing around. “How’d you get here?”


“Pickup is just past that rise,” the cowboy laughed, pointing towards a hill in the pasture a short distance away.


No horse, I thought scornfully. Some cowboy.
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MY PHONE WAS buzzing its way across the coffee table. I turned down the TV and snatched it. “Laurie! Hey!”


I hated to sound so excited, but it had been forever since I’d heard a familiar voice. Plus, Laurie had promised that when I got my farm set up, she’d send me clients whenever she could. I wasn’t sure the farm could be called “set up,” but the stalls were ready and I had a place to ride. I could fake it until I made it. Actually, I had to, or I wouldn’t make it. If Laurie had any leads for me, I knew I had to leap on them.


“Hey, Jules.” Laurie’s husky voice, worn out after decades of shouting to students across the riding arena and an impressive cigarette habit she’d almost kicked several times, was like music to my lonesome ears. “How is life up in horse country?”


“Amazing,” I lied. Well, it was only half a lie. I was still glad I was here, even if everything was twice as hard and three times as expensive as I’d expected. “I have my barn all cleaned up, and this morning I met my neighbor—super nice cowboy-type guy.”


“Ooh, sounds promising.”


“Not like that.” I had to laugh. The idea of me getting involved with anyone, let alone a cowboy, was hilarious. I had big goals, but none of them were romantic. “Just a friendly neighbor who might be available to help me if my toilet overflows or something. Since I don’t have my dad to handle it now.”


“It’s wild not living at home anymore, isn’t it? I remember those days. Of course, my first years away from home were spent in a college dorm, not in a doublewide on the edge of civilization.” Laurie’s voice tightened ever so slightly at the end.


“I’m fine here,” I reminded her. “Really. You can stop worrying about me.”


“We’ll see. I wish you had a roommate. But I know you don’t play well with others.”


“I play just fine with others!” I exclaimed, stung.


“Heh,” Laurie snorted. “I’ve seen you give the cold shoulder to a five-year-old.”


Chances were the five-year-old’s mother had just given me orders like I was her personal servant, but whatever. Laurie had many attributes, but backing me up when a client complained was not one of them. She just told me to suck it up and make sure everyone at the barn was happy. They pay the bills, she’d remind me. Their checks feed the horses you ride.


“I wouldn’t want a five-year-old for a roommate,” I said now, turning it into a joke. “Anyway, that kid had it coming.”


Laurie laughed. “Okay. I just wish you had a bigger dog.”


“Marcus is all the watchdog I need.” Marcus looked up from his spot on the far end of the sofa and wagged his tail gently. “He says hi. So what’s up? Is this just a check-in call?”


“Kinda,” Laurie admitted. “But I also might have someone for you.”


I sat up straight. “Like, a client?”


“Maybe. This lady has a pretty Steady Eddie-type horse but she doesn’t jump anymore, and she’s getting the guilty horse mom thing.”


We both laughed at that. Guilty horse mom disorder was one of Laurie’s favorite terms for anxious horse owners. “She thinks the horse is mad at her for not jumping anymore?” As if the horse wanted to do anything but eat and sleep. People were funny.


“Yup. She says he’s schooling cross-country with a kid at her barn, so now she wants to see if she can get him going as an eventer and sell him in the fall. Time’s not really an issue for her, but budget is. She needs a deal. So I thought of you. She says she’d like to see you ride. You have an event this weekend, right?”


“Yup, I’m riding at Oak Valley. It’s actually on the south side of town, so that might make it easier for her to get to.” I spoke on autopilot, my mind already ticking over with plans. If I was going to get a client horse in, I had to get the fencing fixed. Immediately. I couldn’t waste time waiting to ride this weekend, get the gig with Rich Bachman, start riding for him, and cash a paycheck. The client would want to come see the place if she liked my riding, so it had to be ready right away, not in two months when my finances straightened out.


If they straightened out.


They would. I had to stay positive.


From my stack of mail, I tugged out a flier I’d noticed a few days before and ran my fingers over the letters. J & S Fencing. No project too big or small! I guessed my farm was somewhere in the middle. Well, I’d call them. Put the fence on a credit card. Pay it off in a few months. Everything would be fine.


“Yeah, I think she’ll make it up to see you there,” Laurie was saying. “Okay. Text me your ride times and I’ll get them to her. I’d write them down but, well…”


“You’re riding someone.”


“You caught me.”


Laurie did an impressive amount of phone work while mounted. She had to. She had a lot of horses going in and out all the time, and she was constantly buying, selling, and trading.


“Nice horse?” I asked.


“Yeah, a seven year old Appendix. I got him off Craigslist and he’s pretty good. I’m thinking a kid’s horse, trails, local shows. He’ll turn over fast. Easy money.”


“Your Craigslist instincts are rarely wrong.”


Laurie laughed. “Well, every now and then. Remember Psycho Pony?”


I snorted. “Boy, do I! I think he’s my record for most falls in a single hour.”


“Honestly, your brain was probably never the same.” 


“You’re lucky you had me to get on that beast. Who will ride your mistakes now?”


“I can’t make any mistakes now. Not until I find another clueless, brave teenager to help me out. They don’t make working students like Jules Thornton anymore.”


Maybe that was for the best, I thought. She’d put me through a lot. Dangerous horses, cruel clients, backbreaking work…all of it illegal and off the books, of course. But if that was the price to pay, I’d pay it again and again. I’d pay anything to be in horses. Anything.


And Laurie had been like a second mother to me through all of it. Maybe I wished she’d had my back once in a while, but…


“I miss you, Laurie,” I blurted, surprising myself.


“I miss you, too. I never thought you’d leave so soon. But this is your journey. You’re the most independent person I’ve ever met. Just…”


“Yeah?” 


“Be nice to people, okay? You can be rough around the edges when you think someone’s talking down to you. And that’s an understatement, actually. People are going to talk down to you for a while, because you’re young. Just try to be nice. It’ll go a long way.”


“Okay,” I agreed, although I didn’t even know how to begin smoothing my edges. Be nice? I wasn’t nice enough already? Scary. “I’ll try.”


“Good girl. Okay, let me finish riding this horse.”


I slipped the phone back into my pocket. For a moment, I missed the constant hustle of Laurie’s barn. I always had another horse to ride, another stall to clean, another bucket to fill. And there were always boarders, neighing horses looking for friends or grain, shrill music from the dusty old boombox on a shelf next to the tack room door. By the end, I was eager to get away from it all, to start something fresh and my own, but now I missed the sounds of boarders laughing together in the cross-ties on weeknights, the chaos of Saturday morning lessons.


Marcus stretched in his sleep, his pointed little claws poking against my feet. He brought me back to reality. I looked around my living room, taking in the enormity of my accomplishment. Sure, this place was barely furnished, but it was still mine. It was still the start of something huge. Someday, I’d look back and remember these days, when the only artwork hanging on the blank white walls was a photo of Laurie and I back at her farm, smiling for the camera with our arms full of ribbons from a successful show day. Someday, when I’d plastered these walls with photos from events, with rosettes and trophies, and pictures of people clowning around, having a good time at my farm, I’d remember this night, when it was only me and my dog.


When I was a kid, I’d hoped that one day I could be Laurie’s business partner, training horses with her for years to come. I’d never wanted to leave her side.


Being a partner with Laurie would have been nice.


Being a farm owner, though? That was a dream come true.


I’d call the fencing guys in a few minutes, get that process started. But to pay for fresh new fences, I’d have to get a horse in a stall. No more putzing around, saying I was getting the place ready. The time to start my business was really here.


This weekend, I thought. It all comes down to this weekend.
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A BRIGHT, CLEAR Saturday dawned for the first day of Oak Valley Horse Trials, with a blazing tropical sun and the searing temperatures to match. We only had dressage to get through, but even that seemed like too much in this weather. I was already sweating when I saddled Dynamo. The air was heavy and still in the show-ground stabling area, where temporary tent stalls dotted a treeless, grassy field.


I slipped the round white card with a bold black 73 through the loop of his brow-band and glanced in the little mirror I kept in my tack trunk to make sure my hair-net was still tidy. My blonde hair frizzed in the humidity, but I kept it just below my shoulders to make scooping it all into a net on show days that much easier. I placed my eventing helmet atop my head, careful not to push my hair out over my ears, and straightened the black satin helmet cover.


Tilting the mirror, I made sure my white shirt and stock tie were clean and tidy. Jackets were excused due to weather, thank goodness, so I didn’t have to sweat into the poly blend of my cheap black dressage coat. But riding without a jacket would make it even more difficult to stay clean. I had to head out to the warm-up arena show-ring ready, and manage to stay that way all the way through my test. A tall order. One accidental swipe of my hand across my chest and I could have a smear of dirt drawing attention to all the wrong places.


Staying neat and pretty at events was always important, but it was especially serious today. So much was riding on this weekend’s event! As if it wasn’t stressful enough riding Prelim with no groom—many people would call it impossible, lucky me—I was also auditioning for two potential jobs. Rich would be watching out for me, thanks to our phone chat earlier in the week, and so would Laurie’s mystery client.


They’d be looking for a seasoned professional, so I had to look the part, ride the part, and win the part. I thought of the pile of bills on the coffee table as I led Dynamo close to my tack trunk and used it as a mounting block, doing everything I could to keep my boots from picking up any dirt along the way. It was hard to imagine higher stakes, and I couldn’t show up to do battle with dusty boots.


Dynamo needed a long prep to give his best in dressage. I headed to the warm-up ring a good forty-five minutes before our ride time. We passed the other temporary stables, and I recognized a few set-ups from bigger barns I’d competed against in the past. Some people treated events like big reunions, meeting all of their favorite people in the stabling area or at the warm-up. I wasn’t so lucky, since shows and events for me always included grooming for Laurie and her clients, but I waved to a few people I’d stood next to at other events.


No one waved back. I actually got a few hard stares, as if I didn’t have any business looking over their stable areas. As I left the last of the tents, I distinctly heard someone say, “Oh God, it’s that awful Jules Thornton.”


“That groom from Osprey Ridge?”


“Yeah. The arrogant one.”


I reined back, slowing Dynamo almost imperceptibly.


“I was stabled next to her barn at Fox Lea last winter and she was so up her trainer’s ass, it was ridiculous. Every single student asked her for help and she just turned them down. Said she had to help the trainer first and they could all help themselves.”


“Oh, that’s some service. I’m so sure that’s what they were paying for.”


“I know! The trainer must have fired her if she’s here alone now. About time. I can’t imagine having a groom like that.”


“Oh my God, I would freak. Our grooms are like, always ready to help.”


“Well, yeah! It’s their job! But maybe she thinks she’s better than that.”


They laughed.


I was almost out of earshot, and I nearly turned in the saddle to get a better look at the girls badmouthing me, but Dynamo was preparing to spook at a stray plastic bag and required my full attention. Thank goodness for that plastic bag. It got my mind back on the job at hand. By the time I’d straightened him out and we were heading for the warm-up again, his strides coming smartly, I had a new resolution.


Everyone’s an enemy until proven otherwise.


Making friends would be great. Everyone wanted friends. Even me, despite what Laurie might think. But maybe I needed to make a few things clear to the good people of Ocala, and Area Three eventing at large, first. 


One: I wasn’t a groom. Two: it wasn’t my job to help anyone else show their horses. And three: their opinions of me wouldn’t matter one bit when I took home the blue ribbon.


I set my jaw and resolved that from this moment onward, I would only look forward. No one else got eye contact, no one else got any acknowledgment, unless I wanted them to know I was watching them. If those gossiping girls were any indication of how people were going to behave towards me, well, I could give as good as I got. 







Dynamo and I were both sweating to death by the time he was ready for his test, and I would have happily murdered one of those snarky girls back at the stabling area just to steal their cooler full of Gatorade, but at least the timing on our warm-up was right. There were just two riders left before us when he executed his most perfect canter-walk transition and slowed to a nice, square halt. I felt like I’d guessed the perfect time to take my cake out of the oven.


Now to slice and serve it.


“Good job,” I told my hot horse. “Let’s walk during the next rider’s test, and then we’ll pick it back up when it’s time to trot around the ring.”


Dynamo stretched his neck gratefully on the loose rein and shook his head, sending white foam from his bit flying. Luckily, none landed on my breeches or boots, but I heard some groans in my vicinity. Well, that’s what you got when you hung out near a warm-up ring. No sympathy from me. I ignored a few dirty looks from some riders on the ground who had been in the splash zone. What did they want me to do, apologize for having a horse with a nice wet mouth?


Ridiculous. They ought to take notes from me, not stand around making faces.


Prepare yourselves to be schooled, I thought.


We trotted around the outside of the dressage ring as the horse and rider inside reached their final salute. The footing was a little deep, but Dynamo seemed to like it. I felt him stretch into his hind end and smiled. Any little advantage in his gait or impulsion could put us over the top on our score sheet.


The bell rang, signalling we had sixty seconds to enter the arena.


I gave Dynamo one more turn around the ring, brought him down to a walk, and in we went.


Preliminary Test One was a favorite of mine. The test had a few movements which Dynamo was particularly good at: entering at medium walk, trotting and cantering half circles, and a change of rein across the center of the ring at working trot, which showed off his movement nicely. The way he was striding out this morning, I knew we would impress the judge. When we made our first halt at X and I saluted the judge in her little gazebo at the end of the ring, I could barely hide my smile. I managed, though. Laurie had always told me to keep it professional in the dressage ring.


After my salute, Dynamo sprang into the walk with gusto, and I had to sit deep to keep him from breaking into a trot. My hands were wet with sweat inside my gloves, and more sweat was rolling down the back of my neck and soaking the front of my bra. But that was nothing new. I was a native-born Floridian. I could ignore the misery of full sun and ninety-degree heat. I couldn’t stand the misery of messing up my dressage test.


Not today.


Well, really, not any day.


We’ve got this in the bag, I thought to myself, to Dynamo, and away we went.







First place after dressage.


The words ran over and over in my brain, but I could scarcely believe them.


First place after dressage.


I’d given Dynamo a bath, changed into shorts and a tank top, and gotten lunch at the food truck near the jumping arena before they announced the dressage scores. I was full of grease and salt and caffeine, and heartily ready to drive home for a nap, but when the scores were posted and I saw my name and Dynamo’s on top, I was so awake I thought my eyeballs would jump out of my head.


FIRST PLACE AFTER DRESSAGE!


I’d never been in this position. Not once. Not in the early days of Beginner Novice. Not when we’d spent a year getting our feet wet at Novice. Not in the year at Training Level. Definitely not in the past winter at Preliminary. Dressage just wasn’t Dynamo’s best phase. Sure, he had pretty movement, and he was a willing horse; but he was no accordion. Some horses were built to extend and collect with perfect ease. Dynamo was not. He had to be coaxed into a good dressage test through the perfect mix of factors: a long warm-up, the right footing, and the correct alignment of the stars.


Today, I guessed, we’d gotten all three.


First place after dressage. My God. I shook my head again, thinking of it.


I went back to the food truck and bought myself an ice cream bar. I hadn’t budgeted for a five-dollar dessert, but if my future was banking on this weekend’s results, then I could definitely afford it. If Rich and the mystery client had been watching, they had to be impressed.


I was just finishing up my ice cream when my phone buzzed with a text.


Nice test. Course walk with my crew? Half an hour at starting box.


The number wasn’t in my contacts yet, but there was no doubt who had sent the message.


Rich Bachman was watching, all right.
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THE LITTLE GROUP at the starting box turned as one to stare at me as I arrived. I wasn’t sure why. It couldn’t be my appearance. We were all wearing the same things: paddock boots, shorts, t-shirts and tank tops. We were all equally sweaty and coated with dust and dirt. We were almost all girls in our early twenties, with dark tans and long braids or ponytails jutting out from our ball-caps. Two lone guys and Rich were the only exceptions, and honestly, they’d dressed like the girls, anyway. In Florida, professional attire usually took a backseat to survival.


Still, something was up their backsides about my presence. Maybe they’d all taken issue with me at Fox Lea over the winter, too. A lot of event riders used the winter hunter/jumper shows to tighten their horses’ stadium jumping phases. I’d never thought that little overlap would work against me, though.


Their ranks closed to me almost before I could pick a walking buddy, but I stepped up beside the lone guy just in time. He was one of those tall, skinny young guys, all legs and arms, with a short torso and a firm chin who seemed somehow built to ride horses, as if the Eventing Gods had favored them. His clothes looked expensive, which I found annoying, but I couldn’t be observed trailing the back of the pack like an outsider. I had to show Rich the way I fit right in with his team.


“Hey,” I said, before he could turn his back on me. “I’m Jules. You ride with Rich?”


“Yeah,” he replied, favoring me with an up-and-down glance. “I’m Davis.”


I paused. “Davis Foster?”


He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. That’s me.”


“Hey, I wouldn’t be so ashamed of it.” I’d seen his name a dozen times in the past year’s issues of The Chronicle of the Horse. Davis had made the unusual move from the equitation ring to eventing when he aged out of the juniors, and now he was tearing it up at Preliminary with his mare, Waltzing Matilda. He was placed in third after dressage, two spots below Dynamo and me. 


Davis didn’t answer, but he didn’t turn his shoulder to my face, either, so I figured I could walk with him. “Have you jumped here before?” I asked, figuring a little conversation would be a good idea.


“I’ve schooled here,” Davis said. “Have you?”


“Training, last year.”


He nodded. “You have the stocky chestnut. The Thoroughbred.”


“That’s right.” I felt a little catch of excitement at being recognized. “Dynamo.”


“He’s nice,” Davis said, studying me with a little more interest.


“Are we ready?” Rich had stepped up on the bottom rail of the starting box and was facing us, his shins pressed against the top rail for balance. He was dressed like the rest of us, but instead of a t-shirt he was wearing a faded tech polo and instead of a ball-cap he was wearing one of those floppy-brimmed fishing hats. He looked like someone’s dad heading out for a day on the lake. His eyes roved his students, about a dozen total, and finally fell on me. “Hello, Jules. Guys, Jules Thornton is joining our walk. She’s placed first in Prelim right now.”


I should have blushed as everyone turned to give me a cursory look, even the women who had initially turned their backs on me, but that first place finish seemed to have disabled my modesty gene and it was all I could do not to gloat. Maybe that was why no one really looked happy with what they saw. Eyes went back to Rich without a single smile or word in my direction. I felt Davis shift next to me, uneasy at my reception. He wasn’t sure if he should stand so close to me.


That’s fine, I told myself firmly. You’re used to this. You don’t need them. A few wins and they’ll be begging to hang out, anyway.


“Okay, Prelim!” Rich went on. “What have we got this weekend? It’s not a really tough track, but it’s a good one. If you’re taking June and July off, and I think all of you really should after the busy winter we had, this is a nice opportunity to give your horse one excellent run to cap off your season. Shall we?”


He hopped down, started walking, and we followed him across the grass.


The first fence was just about ten strides from the starting box, and it was nothing special: a simple pile of logs, with some shrubs stuck in front. “A nice round fence to get your horse’s head on straight,” Rich said. “And give you an idea of what kind of horse you’re dealing with for the rest of the course. Are you on a fire-breathing dragon today?” His eyes picked out a raven-haired woman in the front of the pack. “Amy, you probably are.” His students laughed. “But you might be sitting on a horse who needs a little extra leg, especially in this heat. This fence will tell you.”


Tables, roll-tops, little barns—nothing challenging until the fifth fence. “5A and 5B require you to collect, sit back, and get your distances perfect,” Rich proclaimed.


The two-stride combination was at a right angle from the fourth fence, which I liked. The turn would be the perfect place to balance up Dynamo before the combination, which would require more collected, precise striding. “That was nice of the course designer,” I muttered, and Davis gave me a sharp glance.


“You like going from four galloping fences to a combo?”


“When I have a sharp turn to collect my horse? Yeah, I do. This’ll ride great.”


“Hope it doesn’t trip you up,” Davis said darkly.


“Yeah, same to you.” I stared at him until he looked away. But it wasn’t very satisfying. Okay, maybe I was already a little tired of being the black sheep. Did everyone here really have a problem with me?


Fence six was another basic log, but at seven, things got tricky. Rich climbed on top of a small bank and pointed at the log a few strides behind him. “Now we need impulsion. If your horse loses anything on the bank, he’s going to get three strides to this log and that’s one stride too many. He’ll be weak and he could hang a leg. You need to push before the bank and keep going. Don’t be afraid of it!” 


I nodded smartly. I would not be afraid of the bank. A girl nearby glanced my way and started giggling.


My temper, never the best, finally snapped.


“What?” I barked. “What’s your problem with me?”


Rich was already past the bank, over the log, and heading over the hilltop for fence eight. 


The giggling girl gave me a wide-eyed stare, her friends joining. “Why are you even here?” she asked. “You don’t ride with us. You used to groom for that woman from, like, Tampa or whatever? Where is she? Why aren’t you with her? Did you get fired?”


I couldn’t believe it. Was this chick really going full Mean Girls on me? I thought I’d left this kind of nonsense behind.


I made a sour face at the girls. “He invited me, thanks very much. Rich asked me to come along.”


Eyebrows went up. “Oh,” the first girl said, injecting a lot of venom into that single syllable. “Well, good luck out there. It’s tough without a trainer. But I guess that’s why you’re borrowing ours.”


A fresh round of giggles burst out.


“At least I don’t have to pay Rich to get on his course walk,” I snapped.


The giggles turned to gasps.


Oh no, I thought.


Laurie was always telling me to keep my mouth shut. It had all started when I was fifteen and one of her students insulted my horse. Okay, Dynamo hadn’t been much to look at in the early days. But who insulted someone’s horse? Especially someone’s poorly, ribby, frightened rescue horse?


“Unacceptable,” Laurie had told me. “You can’t tell a paying client that the only way she stays on her horse is because it’s half-dead and wouldn’t be able to buck its way out of a paper bag. And you really can’t do it while her mom is standing right there.”


I’d protested this ruling. “She said Dynamo was an ugly piece of racetrack trash! What did you expect me to do?”


“She shouldn’t have said that,” Laurie agreed. “But she’s a paying client. We don’t insult them. They pay your way here. Remember that.”


Amy, the one with long black hair and a very expensive set of teeth, cast me a vicious glare before she turned back to Rich. The other young women followed suit, but as their heads tilted together, I knew my insult would not be forgotten anytime soon.


I decided to hang back after all.


To my surprise, Davis dropped back alongside me as we trudged over the hill to the next complex of fences. “I hate those girls,” he muttered to me. “Nonstop bitching and gossiping from the whole group. See the two up in the front, walking close to Rich? They’re Tina and Phoebe—his working students. Amy and Jasmine are so jealous of them, their eyes practically fall out watching the three of them work together.”


“Jealous of them? Why would they be jealous?”


Davis shook his head. “Because they’re Rich’s right-hand men. They’re his working students. Like, his inner circle. You can’t buy that kind of attention.”


I narrowed my eyes. That didn’t sound like my experience at all. “When I was a working student, I was just the whole barn’s indentured servant. No one was jealous of me.”


“Are you sure about that? Because I’ve been with a lot of trainers, and I see this all the time. Amy and Jasmine only wish they could be as close to Rich as Tina and Phoebe are.”


“But they’re doing all the work, too.”


“Well, that’s it. Amy and Jasmine would never be willing to put in as much work as Tina and Phoebe, and they know it. They hate it.”


I shook my head, confused. “I think you’ve got it wrong. Being a working student isn’t a picnic. Everyone just throws their dirty work at you. You get blamed for everything. You ride your horse after everyone else is gone. I know, because I was a working student for years. You’re always at the back of the line for everything: lessons, shows…” I trailed off.


Davis was staring at me.


“I think maybe you got a raw deal,” he said finally. “Around here, they consider working students pretty lucky. Who were you working for?”


“No one you know. A big show barn down near Tampa. I rode a lot of auction horses, schoolies who needed tune-ups, that kind of thing.”


“A cowgirl,” Davis said admiringly.


“No.” I made a face. “A lot of hunter/jumper shows, though.”


Davis’s face brightened. “I did the circuit for years! I didn’t come to Florida, though. I did indoors all winter. My parents would never let me do the homeschool thing or anything, so I had to skip WEF. It was such a bummer. I think that’s why I decided to winter in Florida this year.”


“You’re going home soon?” 


“Yeah, the summers here are too crazy. I’m from upstate New York. We have reasonable weather for riding in summer…not so much in winter.”


“I’ve heard the eventing’s great up there.”


“If you can winter in Florida, it’s the best.” Davis laughed. “Because the snow is insane! My parents have a farm in Dutchess County. I get the best of both worlds.”


“That’s cool,” I said, while actually thinking: Don’t choke on that silver spoon, buddy. I’d known Foster was wealthy—after all, I’d read his profile in the Chronicle—but I guess for a few minutes I’d let myself believe he was a nice, normal, non-rich person. “Must be nice. I guess us poors will just stay in Florida and sweat.”


He glanced at me. “I wasn’t trying to brag.”


I fixed my gaze on the riders walking ahead of us. We were almost to the next fence. This conversation was almost over. “No, it’s fine,” I said shortly.


“Because you’re acting like I said something wrong.”


“It’s not that you said something wrong.”


“What is it, then? We were getting along just fine.”


“I’m just tired of rich people, okay?” I hissed the words. “I thought you were cool and all, but we don’t really have anything in common. I’m used to polishing tack for guys like you and guess what? I didn’t like it.”


Davis stopped walking. After a few strides, I did too. He had tinges of red in his cheeks. He might have been angry, but maybe he was just hot. The sun was brutal out here. 


And poor little New York boy probably couldn’t handle the heat.


“Don’t lump me into some group in your head just because I’m not down to my last dime,” he said, his voice low.


“I didn’t,” I said automatically, but I wasn’t so sure. Maybe I had. Maybe I always did. Who could tell what was going on in their own brains? More self-realized people than me, I guessed. “I’m just—you’re just—”


“You don’t know me,” Davis said. “At all. So why didn’t you give me a chance?”


For once, I didn’t have an answer.


He shook his head. “Come on, crazy. Walk with me and pretend you’re nice. Now that you’re my course buddy, I don’t want to find another one.”


He started after the group, and I fell into stride beside him, still too confused to speak.


Ahead of us, the students were curving into a group in front of the next set of fences. Rich was standing on top of a large log. Just beyond, I saw sunlight sparkling on water, and realized this was the opening jump into a wide water complex. A step-out fence beckoned across the water, followed by a skinny fence that would require some serious control to hit dead in the center.


Rich pointed out the options around the complex. There were two: a long and a short route. If a rider didn’t think they’d have the control needed coming out of the water, which could unbalance a horse, they could approach the skinny from another, wider angle, but it would take precious seconds of time…and we were riding against the clock.


“This is going to be a tight course on time, and this is where they’re going to get you,” Rich said. “The design is to trick you into thinking you don’t have the six or seven seconds to take the long route. But you have two big galloping tracks left. If your horse is fit, you can take the safe, long route here and still make up any time with a strong gallop. That’s what I’m going to recommend to everyone here that trains with me—your horses are all fit and ready for speed late. Go long, and you should still have time.”


I looked at the water complex and the options, walking away from the group to get my own idea of the fences and angles. Dynamo was fit, too.


But why risk time penalties when there was a short route right there?


Davis watched me as I returned, an amused expression on his face. “You don’t believe Rich?”


“I believe him,” I said. “I’m just not sure I’m going to follow his lead here.”


“You think you can beat Rich’s course walk? Bold of you.”


I shrugged. “This isn’t a sport for the weak of heart, right?”


Davis stared at me. Then he shrugged. “You know what? Do it. Go the short route. Half of cross-country is confidence, anyway.”


I smiled. “I’m good there.” 


Just like the dressage test, I had this course in the bag. And with it, I’d have that job, and that client.


Everything was coming up Jules.
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SUNDAY MORNING DAWNED gray and humid, with a hint of distant thunder shaking the atmosphere. There were high clouds racing ahead of a low pressure center in the Gulf of Mexico, but they did little to cool the sultry summer air. Rain had fallen overnight, hammering against my windows in the wee hours, and now the wet ground just added to the humidity. As I walked across the show-grounds, fog rolled under the live oaks around the perimeter, giving the ancient trees a ghostly glow.


I cleaned Dynamo’s stall with sweat running down my forehead and back, pooling in my bra. I dreamed of swimming pools and icy drinks as I filled his hay-net, bits of chaff coating my sticky arms.


“It’s like riding underwater,” I told him as I tacked up for our midmorning ride time. My battered jumping saddle, a relic unearthed from a feed store’s back room and nursed back to health with copious amounts of neatsfoot oil and glycerin soap, seemed almost too ratty to get me safely around the course when I compared it with the shining, high-tech numbers on the other horses in my division.


But it was a good brand, and if a saddle like this could get a competitor around a five-star course thirty years ago, it should still be good enough for a winning run today. I checked the stitching and the billets carefully, not that I could have done anything if today was the day something decided to pop. It was just a ritual Laurie had passed on to me.


Laurie. I wished she was here today. Not as my trainer, since she’d never really competed at this level. But as a friend, a groom, and a manager, she’d have been such a comfort: someone to make sure things were proceeding on time and I wasn’t forgetting anything, someone to give me a pep talk and run a washcloth over my boots once I’d mounted, someone to hand me a bottle of Gatorade after our run on cross-country…for that role, Laurie would have been the first person I called into action.


It made sense; I had spent my childhood horse showing with Laurie. And she was my last real friend, the only person besides my parents I could call when I needed help. 


It was weird to be on my own. It was what I had wanted, but now that I had it? Weird.


I shook it off, walked Dynamo out of his stall, and swung into the saddle. Time to warm-up, make a splash, show the world what I could do.


On my own.







Dynamo didn’t stand nicely in the starting box, so we waited until the last possible second to walk in and turn around. Some starters hated this, but today’s starter just counted us down and told us to have a nice ride as Dynamo broke out of the starting box in a strong canter, dirt flying from his hooves.


I felt that familiar rush of excitement as his pricked ears settled on the first jump, already just a few strides away. Galloping! Jumping! Cross-country! It was the reason for all our hard work: these few minutes of pure joy, mixed with occasional moments of brief panic, the jumping questions which could only be solved with a blend of technical know-how and deeply engrained instinct. Some people are born to event, and I was one of them.


The first four fences vanished beneath us and disappeared behind Dynamo’s churning legs. Fence five was that first little combination: two brush-covered boxes set at an angle. They were just two strides apart if approached correctly. I sat back in the saddle, lifting my hands, encouraging Dynamo’s long-striding gallop to compress into a more collected, springy motion as we approached the fences. He needed to hop each one like a kangaroo, not soar over them like a steeplechaser, if we were going to get the distance correct.


Dynamo didn’t always rate—slowing down wasn’t his favorite thing to do—but the hard right turn helped get his attention, and he listened to me, shortening his stride. We popped each fence, putting down the two strides between them like old pros. As he galloped away, digging into the bit, I gave him a big congratulatory slap on the neck, noting with satisfaction the photographer standing nearby. That would make a nice photo for the living room wall.


I let him gallop on a long rein to the log at fence six, and he took it in stride, barely registering its size and spread. The ground sloped gently upward, prepping us for the bank ahead. This was the combination Rich had said to hit with gusto, giving a horse enough impulsion to gallop on and jump the big log afterwards. I considered Dynamo’s long stride and wondered if I should collect him just a little, to help him hop up the bank with a strong, engaged hind end. 


But it wasn’t that big a bank, and Rich had said to kick on and use all the impulsion we had, hadn’t he?


I let Dynamo continue in the same long, strong stride. The ground between us and the bank seemed to vanish in the blink of an eye. Dynamo’s ears flicked back to me just before his jump, and I realized too late he’d been looking for some guidance on this one. I should have collected him.


“Sorry,” I ground out as he took an awkward leap, trying to get high enough to unfold his forelegs before the second tier of ground could meet his hooves. He stumbled on landing and I tumbled onto his neck, my hands sliding towards his chest. I felt my legs swinging backward and I shoved myself upright with everything I had, just as Dynamo pushed himself forward with one huge effort from his hindquarters.


We’d lost our impulsion with that single stumble, and now he had to make a huge push to get up and over the log. I heard his hooves scrape the wood as we cleared the fence, his breath coming hard as he gave it everything he had.


Then the jump was behind us and we were galloping away.


“I’m sorry, buddy,” I told him, giving him a loose rein to handle the hill ahead of us. “That was a big oops on my end. You handled it. I’m really sorry.”


Dynamo just went on galloping. I gave myself permission to forget the incident. He’d clearly gotten over it. So could I.


And anyway, here came the water complex.


“Straight and true, buddy,” I said as we galloped up to the first log. “Jump over, down, and keep going straight.” If we couldn’t stay on track, we’d leave the water tilted left or right and wouldn’t make the skinny waiting dead ahead. And since it was only a few feet wide, we had to meet the skinny fence as precisely as an arrow striking a bullseye.


Dynamo landed straight, and the water splashed up around us, almost refreshing. I put both my legs on, pushing him forward. It should have been three easy strides to jump out of the water.


But every inch of water drags a little harder on a horse’s legs, and I hadn’t counted on the depth increasing overnight. The heavy rain which soaked the show-grounds before dawn had poured into the water complex, and now Dynamo was struggling to get his forelegs high enough to canter through the pool.


It was too late to turn for the long option. I’d already presented the next fence. A deviation now would count as a refusal.


“Get up, get up, get up, we need this,” I chanted urgently, putting my heels to his sides and holding my hands out wide, giving him extra rein without lengthening them—I couldn’t risk giving up tight control once we jumped out of the water, or he might run out of the skinny jump. Dynamo put in a last grunting effort and crossed the complex in four strides, jumping out with what I could only describe as a sigh.


He seemed to pause on the slick bank, looking to the left and the right, as if hoping for any focus but the tight, high skinny in front of us.


“Nuh-uh,” I shouted. “Get up, get up!” I shoved him forward with everything I had, hands and elbows and shoulders and hips and knees and calves and heels—and heart, too. I willed him to bounce forward and get over that fence.


Dynamo plunged forward, but his attention was still wavering. He refused to lock onto the skinny, as if he was looking for any way out. I realized this was the design—the long route was the designer’s chosen route, and anyone who went short was risking this kind of floppy-eared indecision from their horse. The fence was simply too close, and too precise, after the imbalance brought on by floundering through the water complex.


I held my hands out wide, shouted, and gave him one last shove at the fence.


With a scramble, Dynamo crossed the remaining strides to the skinny and launched unevenly, his forelegs and hindquarters on two different trajectories. I twisted to stay with him, my lower right leg soaring into space as I pressed my knee tight against the saddle, and felt a hot, sharp pain as my shin took out the thin white post holding up the fence’s right flag.


The post bounced alongside us for a moment, then fell to the ground as Dynamo landed and galloped on, his breath pounding from his body in one loud snort.


I sighed and shifted my weight to give him some galloping room, balancing on my hands and thighs so that he could put his head down and rest his hindquarters a little. The ground rushed beneath his hooves, and I knew the next fence would come up soon. But before we could finish this course, we had to regroup.


“I’m sorry,” I told him, watching his ears flick back and forward. “That sucked. I sucked.”


Dynamo just kept on galloping.







When I slid out of the saddle, just past the finish line, I looked eagerly around for Rich. I’d thought he might be standing there, ready to congratulate me. At first, his absence disappointed me. We’d had a clean run! I thought that at least deserved a thumbs up.


Then I realized he was probably with one of his students, either in the warm-up ring or walking someone else back to the barn, explaining everything they’d done wrong out there. After all, he had half a dozen students in this division. I’d have to save showing off my jumping skills for the stadium phase.


The lonesome feeling didn’t lift as I walked my hot horse past the clusters of parents and grooms and significant others near the finish line, all waiting for their riders to come galloping home. I couldn’t help but cast covetous glances at the grooms with their tote bags and buckets filled with post-cross-country kits: bottles of sports drinks and water, bags of carrots and horse cookies, scissors for cutting duct tape off boots and hoofpicks for checking feet. I wanted that: the smiling groom, the pat on the back, the helping hands.


Someday, I’d have someone to hold my horse’s reins while I unbuckled his noseband, someone to loosen the girth and run up the stirrups while I took a long, restorative drink, someone to walk my horse ahead of me while I watched his strides, checking for uneven steps.


Someone to tell me I’d done a great job.


When I had time to be kind, when I had time to make friends, when I had time to put the past behind me and be interested in others, nice, dependable in a crisis—all the things people seemed to value. All the things I wasn’t right now, because I had so much to accomplish. So much to prove.


It wouldn’t always be like this, I told myself.


But for now, it was just me. I unbuckled Dynamo’s nosebands myself, loosened the girth, ran up the stirrups, and waited until I got back to the barn to get myself a bottle of water from my cooler. I watched my horse’s head as he walked beside me, making sure he nodded in time with his steps. “Great job,” I told myself. “You did it.”


I was enough groom for me, for now.


And I was proud of the run we’d just had. Despite the bad water complex, we’d done well out there. We hadn’t accrued any penalties, so we were still sitting in first place.


There was still a chance for a clear round in the stadium jumping. There was still a chance we could win this thing on our dressage score, which was kind of like eventing’s version of bowling a perfect game.


“And then my life will be solved,” I told Dynamo. “A job to pay for the fences, a client horse to keep you company, a start.”
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LAURIE CALLED ME while I was grazing Dynamo behind the stabling area. “I heard about the water complex.” Her voice was clipped. “Jules, maybe you’re just not ready to be on your own.”


I nearly dropped the phone. “What? How did you hear about that?”


“The client called me. She’s there. She’s watching. And she said she was really put off by the way you rode the water. Apparently you rode the tough option and almost no one else did. What the hell happened, Jules? I thought you had this thing in the bag.”


“It went fine! We had a scramble in the water, but we went clear and we’re still in first. I don’t understand the issue.”


Laurie huffed, a sound of exasperation she used with me pretty regularly. Or she had, before I’d left her farm. “Clearly it was worse than you thought. This woman was expecting big things, and now she’s pissed at me for recommending a person who rides dangerously.”


“Tell me who it is. Give me her number. I’ll talk to her and explain everything.”


“Oh, I do not think so.” Laurie laughed harshly. “You don’t have the people skills to get out of this one, and she’s already mad enough to take her business elsewhere. I might lose her other horse, and that’s not really what I wanted out of this weekend.”


My back stiffened at her sharp tone. “Oh, really? That’s terrible. You might lose one client. I don’t have any, Laurie, so excuse me if I don’t cry for you.”


“Jules, don’t do your ice queen routine with me. I’m not in the mood for your crap.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Your BS thing where you retreat behind sarcasm and nastiness? You have to give that up if you’re going to be a pro. I’ve told you this. There’s no room for your little rude fits in grown-up life.”


“Yeah, well, you’ve told me a lot of things. Like that you’d help me get my business off the ground.” I sounded petulant, but what about it? Laurie had told me she’d help me, and here I was, desperate for help, and she’d found me exactly one lead on work and now I couldn’t even defend myself to this mystery person. How was that helpful?


“Jules!” I heard Laurie took a deep breath, as if she’d decided to master herself and stop fighting with me. Laurie and I had definitely had some epic fights in our long friendship, and I knew her mannerisms. When she spoke again, her voice was low, a trick she used to calm herself down. “Never mind your attitude right now. You already have enough of a reputation, Miss Prickles. Just…be nice. Be quiet. And go get a clear stadium round. I’ll try to get her to watch it. I’ll tell her everyone makes mistakes. But for God’s sake, don’t mess this up.”


“I won’t.”


“Treat that horse like gold.”


I looked back at Dynamo, who was pulling at the grass. His forelock fell unbraided over his right eye, his star and his jagged white blaze. His red chestnut coat gleamed in the glaring May sunlight. He was gold, my horse. No one had to tell me to value Dynamo. He was my everything.


“I will,” I said.







When the stadium jumping ring opened for the course walk, I didn’t join Rich’s group, even though I saw them gathered near the top of the arena. I noticed Davis looking my way, along with a few of the girls, so I concentrated on a nearby plank fence to show off how very busy I was. I shook the top bar, waggling it in the cups to see how planted it was, how gentle a rap it might take for a horse to bring it down. “Hmm,” I said, to demonstrate my deep thoughts. “Hmmmm.”


The course was decent, but nothing alarming sprang up. It felt as if the course designers had put all of their energy into the cross-country course…which was fine, thanks. A nice straightforward course, a clear round, a nice presentation of my soft skills in the saddle…I could still save this day, especially if Laurie got her client to watch me.


At the in-gate, I stopped to look over the map one more time, willing myself to commit the course to memory. Then I turned to leave, and bumped right into Davis. 


He grinned down at me. “Hell of a scramble in the water, I hear.”


I rolled my eyes. “That’s getting way overblown.”


“What made you go for the short option when Rich said to go long?”


I shrugged. “I know my horse.”


“Not well enough, I guess.”


“What is it to you? We were clear. My horse is fine. We got around the course.”


Davis smirked. “I guess you’re just like everyone said. Too arrogant to even talk to. I’ll see you around, Jules.”


He turned on his heel, leaving me utterly confused…and facing Rich. 


The trainer looked down at me, his arms folded across his chest. “Bold move out there, Jules.”


Bold! Now that was a word I liked. Jules the Bold. Gossip about that, eventing world! Did you hear about Jules Thornton? That woman is bold on a cross-country course.


“Thank you. It was a little dicey, but I knew he could do it, and he did.”


But Rich didn’t agree. “No one wants ‘a little dicey.’ You’re riding at Prelim, not in the Olympics. There’s no reason to be screwing up your fences like that at this level. And messy riding like that is going to get you killed…maybe that good horse of yours, too. Don’t take chances like that again, or no one’s going to take you seriously.”


I kept my jaw from dropping, but it was tough. “But—we were clear—”


“And clear’s not everything,” Rich informed me. “You could have done that round safely, picked up a couple of time penalties, and crossed the finish line with everyone’s respect. But that wasn’t what you chose. Listen, I’m not considering you for the job anymore. I need riders with common sense. Clean up your act out there, and call me in a year.”


A year! “Rich, please. I know I can prove I’m right for your barn—”


“You’re not right for my barn,” Rich said, turning away from me. “I’ve already gotten complaints about your attitude. Forget it, Jules. We’re done here.”







I came home that night to nothing.


Well, that wasn’t quite true. I came home to a dog who had to pee so badly he ran past me without bothering with a greeting when I opened the door. I came home to a fresh reminder that my barn was empty and I had no income. I came home to a farm that was probably going to drag me into bankruptcy before I’d even made a few dollars from its little acreage.


With Marcus happily sniffing the truck tires, I led Dynamo down from the horse trailer and into his stall. The rhythms of post-event care were soothing to my shattered nerves: sitting cross-legged in the clean shavings as Dynamo dug into his hay, soaking brown paper in a water bucket while I slapped a thick white poultice on his legs. I carefully unwound the wet paper over the poultice and covered it with a fat pillow wrap, finally unrolling a standing wrap around the whole thing. When I had all four legs wrapped and Dynamo tucked in for the night, I lingered by his stall door, not wanting to go back into the house.


I knew that when Dynamo was fully settled for the night, there was nothing left for me but to face the music. Nothing left but a blue ribbon and bills, sharing a kitchen table. The idea of those bills haunted me. I’d spend hundreds on this weekend, and I had nothing to show for it.


I wasn’t going to make it.


My horse crunched his hay, unbothered, and finally I pushed away from the stall wall, flicked out the lights, and went up to the house. Marcus trotted after me.


Well, at least I had Dynamo and Marcus. That was something. That was a lot.







“You should try for a working student job,” Laurie said. “You made the move too soon, Jules. My lady’s still not interested, and I don’t have anyone else for you right now. I just don’t know when I will. I’m sorry.”


I closed my eyes. I had been watching Friends with the sound turned off, letting the noises of the night creep through the metal siding and cheap insulation of the trailer. The ditches on either side of my driveway were loud with singing frogs, and a family of whip-poor-wills chuckled and twittered from the pine trees at the back of the property. There was a frozen pizza slowly baking in the oven, and Marcus was on the floor near my feet, painstakingly tugging the stuffing from a stuffed porcupine. He sneezed as he got little threads into his nose.


I tucked the phone under my chin and reached down to pet Marcus. “I know that’s what you want for me, but I can’t be a working student again. That’s how I just spent six years. I need to move to the next level.” We’d had this argument so many times before, I could recite it in my sleep.


Plus, being a working student had been awful.


Then I remembered something from that morning. Davis, talking about Rich’s working students. He’d said everyone was jealous of them, that they were Rich’s right hands, that working students were lucky…and then he’d made a single observation which seemed to echo in my brain: Maybe you got a raw deal.


Laurie was still talking, dutifully repeated her lines, like an actress bored with her role, but this time I thought there was a little urgency in her tone. As if she believed in the words again. “Look, I know it feels like that, but being a working student is still the best way to learn, and there are all those pros in Ocala. People with a lot more experience than me. For you, that is the next level.”


“There’s got to be a better way than spending my life cleaning up after boarders and riding dangerous horses, not getting to ride my horse after the barn’s closed for the night, with half the lights off.” I let the words hang there, waiting. For her to say it wasn’t always like that. For her to admit that maybe she hadn’t given me the best experience.


For a moment, I thought she might say something that confirmed Davis’s opinion.


But Laurie just chuckled. “For you? No. That’s the way forward. When there’s no money, you work for what you get. Plain and simple.”


I bit my lip.


“And it wasn’t that bad, Jules. Why do you get so dramatic about this? You worked hard, you got lessons and board for Dynamo, you got hauled to shows. You learned horse care and training. But honestly, by the end of last year I was thinking you were getting burned out. The way you’d talk to the other girls sometimes, it was crazy. I was always apologizing to kid’s mothers, smoothing out feathers.” Laurie sighed, the sound a gust against the phone’s speaker. “Sometimes I really thought you were going to quit. I was honestly a little surprised when you decided to move to Ocala.”


I shifted on the sofa, uncomfortable with the direction the call had taken. “I didn’t know about any of that. Was I really that bad?”


“You were becoming a liability.”


I didn’t remember things like that at all. I remembered hard work, and being pushed around by girls I went to school with, and always waiting until last for everything, whether it was a riding lesson or the time to ride Dynamo or even to see if there was any pizza left after one of the boarders had a birthday party. But if Laurie had seen things differently, how could I possibly know what was real?


“I didn’t mean to be,” I mumbled. “High school was when it got really hard. I didn’t have any friends by the end.”


“You never seemed to need any.” Laurie’s tone was dismissive. “You managed just fine on your own.”


I was working, all the time! I wanted to scream it at her. When had there been time for friends? When had I ever been allowed to just be one of the girls?


Davis was right. Things hadn’t been right at Osprey Ridge. And it had affected every aspect of the person I’d become.


But it was too late to change things now.


“I’m not going back to it,” I said, determined. “I’m good enough to make it on my own. I’ll work my own way up, on my terms. That’s the plan.”


Laurie’s voice was firm, almost motherly—which made sense, considering she’d been like a second mother to me. At least, that’s what it had always felt like. Now I wasn’t so sure. She diverted from our old script with a kindness that cut deep. “Your plan isn’t going to work. It’s time to face facts. I mean it, Jules. Get out while you still can.”


I felt a sharp, shattering sensation within my chest. Yup, that’ll be my heart. 


If Laurie wasn’t even willing to pretend to be on my team anymore, maybe things really were hopeless.


Because she was the only team I’d ever had.


The oven beeped, saving me from having to come up with a coherent reply. “I have to go,” I said. “My dinner’s ready to come out of the oven.”


“Seriously, good job on the win today, Jules,” Laurie said. “First place at Prelim is a massive accomplishment. Even if it didn’t get you the results you wanted.”


“Yeah. Thanks.”


I put the pizza on the counter, just a few inches from the big blue ribbon I’d earned today at the horse trials. My first ribbon as an independent trainer.


Maybe my last.
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I SPENT ALL of Monday cleaning…and thinking. Hosing out the horse trailer, scrubbing tack, laundering saddle pads, knocking down cobwebs—it was perfect thinking time, even if I’d really rather not. All of that time with my hands busy gave my brain free rein to mull over everything which had gone wrong. And if I couldn’t think of anything, the banging from the fence crew who had shown up bright and early was a good reminder. I had only contracted the construction company for two paddocks, just a little scratch across the surface of what this farm needed, but the cost had been painful.


I needed income, fast.


The answer seemed to come to me as I was putting Dynamo’s bridle back together, the leather buttery-soft with oil. The only real answer…and I didn’t really like it.


I was going to have to eat crow.


I couldn’t go back to being a working student. Even if Davis was right and my entire working student career had been the exception rather than the rule, it had all still happened to me. I couldn’t go back to getting pushed around, spoken down to, being everyone’s punching bag. Phoebe and Tina had their version of reality, and I had mine. As nice as their situation sounded, I couldn’t cross over and join them on the sunny side of the street, where being Rich’s working students meant they were the queens of the barn.


So no, I couldn’t go backwards. That ship had sailed. But I could go back to Rich and try to get the paying job. I could admit I’d made a mistake, even if privately I wondered if it was truly a mistake—if we made it through the course clear, and no one got hurt, was the short option really the wrong option? I tended to think not—but whatever. I could lie. I could act repentant. I could tell Rich that I’d made a mistake and beg him for a second chance.


He might be my last chance.







Rich’s farm was in northwest Marion County, a truly beautiful region with its very own “Millionaire’s Row” of massive Thoroughbred farms. The racehorse still reigned supreme here, although the sport horse people were definitely discovering Ocala and I passed several small farms where workers in yellow earthmovers were busy rolling out lush new arenas for jumping and dressage.


I could only dream that someday I might be based here, my horses grazing on rich grass beneath ancient live oaks, instead of on the high, dry pastures west of town. It would take an incredible leap to get from there to here, but I hadn’t come to Ocala to do small things.


I pulled my truck up beneath one of those amazing granddaddy oaks and just outside Rich’s fabulous main barn, a center-aisle job with actual shutters on the horses’ stall windows and elaborate stuccoed arches at each end. There were barrel tiles on the roof, and a fountain tinkled out front. This barn looked like a South Florida country club.


Well, this is amazing, I thought, and hoofed it inside without hesitation. This was my kind of place.


I passed between rows of stalls, then a few grooming bays where several men were silently curry-combing tall horses. The grooms glanced at me and went on with their work, saying nothing. I took that as permission to keep going, figuring my tall boots, breeches, and tidy riding top gave me a certain look of belonging. The soft pavers beneath my feet were spotless, the wooden stall fronts to either side had been finished with a gleaming stain. Horses moved within them like living exhibits. The only sounds were the shuffling of their hooves in deep beds of shavings, the occasional rattle of a bucket against a wall.


The elegance and silence couldn’t have been more different from the chaos of Osprey Ridge. Rich’s barn was quiet, a museum of the horse, a place where people decorously took their horses to the arena, rode carefully and seriously for forty-five minutes, then brought them back to be washed and put away.


Suddenly, I didn’t like it here at all.


Stay focused, Jules. I was here to get a job, not move in.


At the center of the barn, the stalls gave way to finished rooms. I peeked into three—all tack rooms, all lined with boarder lockers—before I found my first human.


That human was Rich, to be exact, sitting behind a big wooden desk with the USEA Omnibus in front of him and a pile of manila folders at one elbow. A computer hummed to his right. I figured he was filling out entry forms for upcoming events, so I stepped carefully into the room and waited for him to look up.


And waited.


And waited.


Finally, when I was feeling a little embarrassed, Rich looked up. He shifted his jaw, as if he wasn’t sure what to say, then finally settled for a gruff, “Hello.”


“Hi, Rich. Wow, your farm is just beautiful.” Start with a compliment, right?


“I know it is. What can I do for you, Jules?”


Yikes. I took a breath. We weren’t going to blunder through any small talk—that meant it was straight into my proposal. “I came to ask you for a second chance.”


“I don’t think so.” Rich looked pointedly at his computer monitor.


“Wait, hear me out. I really can be the rider you’re looking for. I’m great with young horses—that’s basically my entire background. And I brought on Dynamo myself. If you like how he goes, well, that’s all my work. He was a rescue.”


Now Rich looked at me. “Most people aren’t so cavalier with a horse they brought on themselves.”


This was not going well. Another deep breath, while I struggled to keep myself cool and collected. Look humble, Jules. “You’re right. I understand now why the short option was a mistake. I took a chance and succeeded, but the chance of failure was too great. I see that now. It’s not a mistake I’ll make again.”


It’s a mistake I’ll make over and over again, because taking the risky option is how you win when others chicken out. But I will not say that to you.


“I can learn from my mistakes,” I finished.


If—and when—I make any.


“And what about being rude to my students?”


“I can keep my mouth shut.” 


Hopefully.


Rich leaned back in his chair and arched his eyebrows at me. “What would you like me to do now?”


“Let me get on one of your horses. Show you what I can do.”


“Jules, I know what you can do. You’ve already shown me.” Rich considered me. I waited, my toes curled up inside my boots, feeling utter agony. “You know,” he said finally, “one thing I like about you, you’re young and hungry. It’s hard to keep you down. I respect the fact that you showed up today. Tell you what. This Saturday we’re showing up at Canterbury. Twilight Jumpers. Get up there by four o’clock and I’ll put you on some horses. Show me what you can do with them there.”


I drew in a breath. “That sounds amazing.”


Rich shook his head and went back to his paperwork. “You can be fast and hungry in the jumper ring without getting killed…usually.”
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CANTERBURY’S TRAILER PARKING was bustling, with few people opting to rent stalls for a short evening jumper show. Clad in white show breeches and polished field boots, I walked between the rows of trailers, watching grooms and riders hustle through tacking up. Horses were tied to the trailers, some pulling at hay-nets and others just gazing into the distance, trying to make sense of their surroundings. The younger, less experienced horses whinnied incessantly, setting off constant rounds of ear-splitting neighs that circulated the property like a rolling sound wave. And there were a lot of younger, less experienced horses here tonight.


I found Rich’s trailer near the back of the lot, which meant he’d arrived early—or rather, his working student and his grooms had. The silent men I’d seen in his barn earlier in the week were working away, knocking the dust off horses and adjusting trailer ties, and a young woman was coming out of the trailer tack room, her arms loaded with three saddles stacked one atop the other. She set the saddles carefully in the grass, tilting them upside down against one truck tire to protect the inner trees. She brushed off her arms, wincing a little as if the saddles had hurt her.


“Hey,” I called. “Can I help you pull out tack? I’m Jules,” I added, as she looked at me with confusion. “Rich is going to put me on some horses tonight.”


The young woman’s face did not grow bright with welcome, as I may have been hoping for. She just cast me a tired look. “Oh, you’re one of the catch riders? Wait over by the warm-up. We’ll bring the horses over.”


One of the… “No, I’m sorry, Rich asked me to come and get on some horses as a try-out. For the rider job.”


The woman closed her eyes for a brief moment, as if asking heaven to grant her patience. I knew that look. I had used it all the time when I was trying not to snap back at Laurie’s demanding students. What did that make me, in this situation? Hey, I was just here looking for a job.


“Yes,” she said finally. “A catch rider. We bring horses, you get on them in the ring. That’s the system. Please wait for us by the warm-up.”


I felt my face flush, but I managed not to say anything snarky. I turned on my heel and headed for the warm-up. I was already feeling the sharp edges of my temper pressing hard against my professional persona. Was I going to be working with that woman a lot? Because if she was going to talk to me like that all the time, we were going to have a problem.


The warm-up arena was next to the covered ring where the course was set up, and there was already a small crowd of riders, trainers, parents, and assorted hangers-on roaming around, clomping up and down the metal grandstand seating and eating hamburgers from a nearby food truck. The air smelled of ketchup and grilled meat, with a side of horse manure and green summer hay. I bought a hamburger and a Diet Coke for myself and settled down on a hot steel grandstand bench, finding a seat on the end where I could keep my eye on the horses walking over to the warm-up as well as the action in the covered show-ring.


“Hey! What are you doing here?” The voice jolted me midway through my first bite of burger.


I looked up, surprised to see Davis standing over me. He was dressed like I was, in breeches and a polo shirt. His shirt was cherry-red, with RB Eventing stitched over the chest.


“Catch-riding for Rich,” I said nonchalantly, trying to hide my pleasure at seeing him again. “Just sat down to see how the arena is riding.”


“It’s heavy in the far corner there,” Davis said, sitting down next to me. He had a hot dog in one hand, a Coke in the other. “Who are you riding?”


“I don’t know yet. It doesn’t matter, though,” I went on, putting on some false bravado. “I’ll get on anything. I’m used to riding a lot of different horses in one day.”


Davis took a bite of his hot dog. “I saw your stadium round last weekend. It was good.”


“It was, right?” I grinned. “And I beat you, so that was great.”


“Except for the water, you had a good weekend,” Davis admitted.


“And I’m here now, riding for Rich. It all worked out.”


“So he gave you the job? I hadn’t heard. Congrats.”


Close enough, I thought. I’d have the job by the end of the day. No need to act modest about it now. I hardly ever bothered with modesty, anyway. No one else was going to talk me up, so I had to do it for myself. Still, I avoided any definite yes or no answers. “Thank you. I’m looking forward to riding tonight. How many horses are you riding?”


“Oh, just my mare, Matilda. Thought I’d give her another spin before we head up north.” Davis let his eyes wander around the warm-up ring. “Hey, there’s Vonnie. She might be looking for you.” 


I followed his gaze and saw the woman from the trailer standing a few dozen feet away. She was holding a tall, nervy-looking chestnut who danced at the end of the reins. Her face was impatient as she scanned the crowd. I threw back the rest of my hamburger and scrambled, mumbling thanks to Davis as I bolted down the stands. 


“Oh, there you are,” Vonnie snapped as I hustled her way, swallowing the rest of my dinner with effort. “I thought I told you to wait by the in-gate.”


“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you’d be here so soon.” The horses in the ring were still jumping in the two-nine division. Kid’s stuff. I hadn’t expected any horses before they raised the fences over three feet.


“Magellan here needs schooling in this class. Warm him up. I’ll call you back when he’s ready to pop over the warm-up fences. Don’t jump him without my call.”


“Okay, great.” I eyed the cavorting chestnut without pleasure. He was tall and fine-boned, with a narrow face and a slight dish to his profile. He sported open-fronted jumping boots, and I could see the geometric pattern of pin-fire scars on his cannon bones. An ex-racehorse.


Well, at least I was used to them. I would love it if this guy would close his eyes just a little, though. He had way too much sclera showing around his dark irises. It was a face that was just looking for trouble. “Do you maybe wanna chill?” I asked him softly.


“Let’s go. Do you need a leg-up?” Vonnie was impatient. Maybe she had more horses to walk over, and not enough help.


“No, I can get on him fine.” I hastily buckled my helmet strap, gave Magellan a quick pat on the neck, then put my left boot in the stirrup and swung up.


I was quick, and thank goodness, because Magellan was almost quicker. He whirled to the right the moment my seat hit the saddle, nearly tearing the reins from Vonnie’s hands. She made an exasperated huff as I steadied myself, finding my stirrups. When she let go of Magellan’s reins, he crab-stepped away from her as if he couldn’t escape fast enough. I put my right leg on and tugged his head left, insisting he stay close until we were dismissed.


“Your biggest job will be keeping him straight,” she told me. “But he’s experienced in the ring. He’s coming back from a long lay-off, that’s why we’re keeping him low tonight. Go on, see what you can get out of him.”


I got Magellan moving forward and headed into the warm-up ring. There were a lot of kids in there, whaling around the fences in the middle with their whips flying, and Magellan let me know immediately he didn’t like it. He hopped sideways from the ringside, his tail wringing and snapping. I jolted back in the saddle for a second before I caught up with him, surprised by his nervous energy. I wouldn’t have expected Rich to send a horse like this over fences. He needed to be schooled on the flat. A dressage show would have been a much better place—


“You’re a set-up,” I realized aloud, pushing the horse forward, both legs shoved hard against his ribs. “You’re here to teach me a lesson.”


A kid went whizzing by on a large pony, shrieking, “Cross-rail! Cross-rail!” 


Magellan ducked his head and dodged hard to the right, trying to chase the pony.


I set my jaw and legged Magellan back to the rail. I would not get schooled by this guy. I was going to school him.


“Pull yourself together,” I told the Thoroughbred. “Don’t try any crap with me.” I sat deep in the saddle and looked straight ahead, right between Magellan’s pricked ears. No room for mistakes now.


If I was going to get this goofball horse around a Pony Club-sized course, I’d have to dig deep. But anything was better than letting Rich win.







Magellan’s big challenge was going straight, so I made bending his business. Around and around the arena we trotted, but I never let him go more than five strides with his spine bent in the same direction. Shoulders-in, shoulders-out, half-pass, bend on the circle, turn up the center line, turn again to avoid a renegade child on an out-of-control pony, swirl into a serpentine, dodge another pony—with my seat, leg, and hands, I kept him so busy figuring out where we were going next, he hardly had time to look around and get more worked up by his surroundings. By the time I was through with this horse’s warm-up, he was going to be begging to go in a straight line.


After about fifteen minutes of wiggle-waggles all over the crowded warm-up ring, I finally had his undivided attention. I let him canter in both directions, and I liked what I got: a big, bouncy canter with lots of hind-end action. “Magellan,” I breathed as he bounded around the short end of the arena, scattering small children, “you’ve got a lot of movement, buddy!”


He swooped around the ring, and as we passed the in-gate, Vonnie waved her arms. I brought him down to a trot and then a walk, meeting her at the side of the ring. Over-mounted children zoomed past us, shouting, but Magellan stood still, ears on me. Vonnie gave me an impressed look. “You figured him out fast,” she said. “Credit where credit’s due.”


I almost said something humble, something like, oh, it’s nothing. But a little devil took hold of me at that moment. Vonnie was just like the rest of them. Looking down at me because I wasn’t shelling out big bucks to ride with some Big Name Trainer. In cahoots with her boss to make me feel like a loser. Well, I wasn’t going to take it anymore. “Of course I figured him out,” I said loftily. “I’m a trainer, and you asked me to prep a horse for a novice class. It’s not exactly brain surgery.”


Vonnie gave me a look which suggested she would like me better if I acted nervous and grateful for the ride. But I wasn’t sorry. She’d fully expected me to fail, and that was on her, not me. I knew what I was doing, and I’d had it with these people refusing to acknowledge that. “Fine,” she said after a moment. “School him over the jumps. I’ll go give your name to the ring steward. Listen for your number.”


She turned on her heel and walked away. And that in itself was a triumph. She would not stand in the center of the ring and bark orders at me, like I was a student following around my coach. She was going to leave me to it.


And that was all I wanted. 


To be left alone to succeed.







When they finally called our number, I’d had Magellan well warmed-up and was already taking him for a walk around the outside of the covered arena, giving him a good look at what was waiting for him. The moment the bell rang, I had him trotting him through the in-gate and circled around the top half of the ring, letting him adjust his eyes to the different light and look at the fences. There wasn’t time to go all the way around; the bell signaling we had thirty seconds to canter through the timers sounded almost immediately. It seemed like he’d seen enough, though. As he picked up a canter, his ears remained flicked back towards me, letting me know I was in charge of his destiny.


He was almost perfect. Magellan romped through the course, barely turning an eye from the fences before him. Having spent so much time bending in the warm-up, he had no trouble making tight turns and roll-backs, giving our ride an elegant feel, like a dressage test with jumps. I almost smirked as we cantered down to the eighth fence, a tall vertical at the far end of the arena which had been giving the youngsters a ton of trouble. They hadn’t been able to use the corner to set their horses up properly—a lack of leg being the primary hallmark of junior riders—and the top rail had fallen again and again.


I would not have that issue. Magellan rounded through the turn and cantered up to the fence, his ears pricked. The perfect set-up.


No one could have predicted the cat. A fluffy little ball of gray and white went rocketing across the arena, holing up just inside a planter to one side of the vertical. With just four strides to go, Magellan hit the brakes so hard I nearly ate his forelock. I heard his breath come hard, blowing through his nostrils like a gust of wind before a storm.


No way, I thought, and I gave the horse a double-barreled Pony Club kick, chirruping with everything I had while I tried to shove him forward.


“Get up, get up!” I called desperately. If he didn’t stop moving completely—if he bounced right back into a canter—if the judge didn’t call it a refusal—we could still nail this course.


Magellan’s springy canter and strong hindquarters saved him. As quick as my heels banged into his sides, he launched forward and up, and somehow his strides swallowed up the short distance left between us and the jump. Where did the cat go? It didn’t matter. Magellan jumped the fence with his knees near his eyeballs, making sure if that fluffy demon was still underneath, it would never catch him, and then he plunged away from the fence, his back up, his tail wringing.


I sat down in the saddle and got his attention back with effort, taking him through the short three-stride diagonal line that came next and then banking a turn to the final rollback. He jumped the last vertical at an angle, not his finest hour, but luckily with two-nine fences you could have a little faux pas in form and still look good doing it. 


We cantered through the timers and the bell chimed as they recorded our passage.


“Number 247, Jules Thornton and Magellan, clear round.”


It was all I could do not to scream in wild triumph.
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RICH, VONNIE, AND Davis clustered near the arena gate, looking like they were in a contest to be the first to catch me as I rode out on Magellan.


Vonnie got to me first, her hands closing around Magellan’s reins as he rolled smartly back towards the warm-up ring. “That was a hell of a round,” she told me, hustling to keep up with the horse, who was feeling good and clearly in a hurry. “We just wanted Magellan to do one course tonight, to get his feet wet. But I’ll have another horse for you in the three-six, if you can stick around. At least one.”


“No problem,” I said. “Just let me get this boy through the jump-off for this class.”


“There are only five riders in it, and two more to go. So if you just want to walk him—”


“That’s what I’ll do,” I told her, cutting her off to let her know who was in charge now. Just then, Rich caught up with us.


“What the hell stopped him at that end fence?”


“I think it was a cat.”


“It was definitely a cat,” Davis interjected. “I saw it run clear across the ring.”


“Jesus, a cat.” Vonnie shook her head. “What are the chances? You can’t prep a horse for a feral cat in the ring.”


“He did a nice job anyway,” I said demurely. “I told him the cat wasn’t a problem, and we kept going.” I gave Magellan a pat on the neck to show how close we were now.


“That was a superb ride,” Davis said. I glanced down at him, noticed his expression was just this side of impressed, and gave him a queenly nod. Who was too bold now, Davis? I’d like to see what his mare would do if a cat ran in front of her.


“I never heard of a cat in the arena,” Rich admitted. “That’s a new one on me. Good thing you rode him through it. Now we can advertise him as cat-proof in his sales ads.”


“I’m going to walk him out over here by the warm-up,” I announced. I was still determined to show that I was in control of the horse now, not them. “Vonnie, can you let him go? I think you’re annoying him.”


Magellan tossed his head, as if punctuating my words. I bit back a conspiratorial smile, but I thought, Good boy.


Vonnie gave me a sharp glance, but she let go of the reins.


I left the three of them standing by the fence as I let Magellan chug his way around the field outside the arena, his head bobbing with every stride. He really was a little bit of a steam engine, I thought affectionately. I could almost hear him going chug-a-chug-a-chug-a-chug-a as he walked, heaving himself along with great energy. I felt like just a few minutes had passed before they were calling us back for the jump-off.


We soared around that shortened jump-off course without a single issue, feline or otherwise. I felt a little bad about wiping the floor with the Pony Clubbers in the division, but I hadn’t asked to be pandered to by being handed a very capable horse and told to ride him in a two-nine class, and so I accepted my blue ribbon with a smile, clipping it onto the top of my boot instead of Magellan’s bridle since it was my ribbon, but not my horse. A few moms gave me the old death-glare as I passed, but what could I do? Their kids had their shot to get around the course faster than me, and they didn’t. Them’s the breaks, moms.


I dismounted, my ribbon fluttering, and handed Magellan’s reins to Vonnie. “There’s another horse, right?” I said. “I just want to be sure before I commit to anyone else’s ride.” I glanced from side to side, as if I was about to horde off dozens of eager horse owners who needed their prospects and sales horses ridden.


Rich had been standing next to Vonnie, and now he gave me an appraising look. “There are several more horses,” he said finally. “I’ll have someone else handle the warm-ups, you can get on to figure them out and then go jump them. Sound good?”


I smiled. “Sounds good.”


I settled back down on a metal bench as Vonnie and Rich walked off with Magellan. The heat of the evening seemed to close in suddenly, and I wiped sweat from my face. Davis wandered over and stood next to me for a few minutes. We watched the riders prepping for the three-foot division.


“Looks like you’ll be spending a lot of time at Rich’s place,” Davis said eventually.


I shrugged. “Working.”


“I’ll see a lot of you before I head back to New York. I ride Matilda every day, and sometimes I lesson on some of Rich’s schoolmasters.”


I rolled my eyes. Of course he did. Of course Davis, who wintered in Florida and summered in New York State, rode his coach’s former four-star horses in lessons. I thought I’d liked Davis, but just hearing him say those words reminded me he was like the rest of them. He’d been given everything.


All I’d ever had was green beans and outlaws, school horses who had learned to buck and ex-racehorses who needed to learn everything beyond run-fast-go, but sure, Davis here could just pay his way into a good seat, soft hands, and a sure eye for distances.


Seemed fair.


People like me helped people like Davis tack up and cool down; people like me cleaned up after him and his horse. Those silent men back at the trailer did Davis’s dirty work for him. If we were back at Osprey Ridge, Davis and I wouldn’t have been friends. He would have been just like the other students there. Always pretending like we weren’t the same age, like we weren’t contemporaries who should have been able to hang out and ride together. Always leaving his tack out for me to put away, leaving a messy wash-rack for me to clean up, leaving the barn for the night without saying goodbye.


“So maybe we could hang out sometime,” Davis was saying.


I narrowed my eyes at the arena, watching the young riders spin in circles around the warm-up fences.


“Probably not,” I said.


I felt his gaze on me. “Sorry,” he said. “I guess I thought we had a lot in common.”


“Like what?” I kept my eyes on the horses. “Like we can both ride? That’s not a big deal.”


“No, I just felt—” Davis made a sudden move, then he was standing in front of me, forcing me to meet his eyes. “Why are you being like this all of a sudden?”


“Like what?”


“Like every other stuck-up, spoiled girl at Rich’s barn. I thought you were different. You seemed different.”


I stared at him. I was like them? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Sure you don’t.” Davis shoved his hands into the shallow pockets of his breeches. “You’ve got no idea how to kick a guy around when he’d just like to take you out, get something to eat, talk a little bit. That’s all new territory to you.”


It would be, of course, but I could hardly admit that. He didn’t need to know about my almost nonexistent dating history. He didn’t need to know anything about me. “Dude, I’m just trying to get a job and pay my bills. I can’t think beyond that right now.”


“When will you?”


“When will I what?”


“Think beyond getting a job? Think about being nice, maybe getting some friends? Going on a date?”


I shrugged, at a loss. Where had this come from? “I don’t know. When I have a bunch of horses and my business is going really well, maybe? I have a lot to do, okay? This isn’t about like, I don’t know, being stuck-up or not liking you.”


Suddenly, it really wasn’t, not for either of us. I realized Davis wasn’t the jerk here, and I felt bad for tossing him into that particular pigeonhole without thinking it through. Maybe he would have been nice to me. But how could I tell? I wasn’t used to nice people. Wasn’t used to people treating me with respect, or interest, or whatever. “Davis, I’m sorry. It’s not about you. I came up here with a lot of goals, and I honestly can’t afford to take my eyes off them. Not for a second.”


For a moment, he seemed to waver, and I thought he might give me a second chance. Which would have been foolish on his part, because I meant what I said. There was no room for him. No room for anyone else. Not in my life. Not now.


Then he flicked his eyes away from me, and shrugged, and it was a monumental kind of shrug, the one that shoves away whatever existential weight has been sitting on a person’s shoulders, and I knew I was the load that had been cast off.


“See you around, I guess,” Davis muttered, and he left me sitting there.







I rode more than just Rich’s horses that night.


After I won the three-six division—again, not really a fair fight—I took three more of Rich’s horses in higher classes, and then got some interest from a trainer with a bunch of university horses who needed schooling with different riders. Something about the way college horse shows ran, swapping horses. I didn’t know. College wasn’t something I knew a lot about. But I took the horses through their courses, pulling a few rails but also winning a few ribbons, and the trainer took my phone number and asked me to come to the next Twilight Jumpers to catch some more rides.


On the way back to my truck, I collected a few more cards, promised to show up for a woman who bred German riding ponies and needed show-ring mileage, and for a guy who was trying to sell his daughter’s jumper after she quit riding and needed someone to show the horse.


Rich paid me in cash for my rides and that, plus a check from the university coach, put me in a celebratory mood. I stopped for Wendy’s on the way home—victory fast food felt very much in order—and the first few fries tasted like triumph.


But by the time I’d worked my way through a junior bacon cheeseburger, I was starting to feel a little flat. I remembered Davis, and the way he’d looked at me when he’d asked me if we could hang out. I’d been looking away from him, but out of the corner of my eye I’d seen the way his face had softened, the way his mouth had turned up. Hopeful. Nervous. 


About me.


I shook my head, trying to shove the memory away, but it clung to me all the way home, as I drove across the dark roads of north-central Florida. By the time I pulled into my driveway, I was seriously mad at myself over the way I’d treated him.


Marcus burst out of the house when I opened the front door, overjoyed to see me again after five long hours of separation, and his smiling little hound-dog face did a lot to lift my spirits. So did Dynamo’s lovely profile as he looked over his stall door and nickered for his dinner. By the time I’d thrown his feed into his bucket, I could think clearly about what had happened with Davis.


I’d turned him down, and it hadn’t been the nicest way, but in the end, I’d have had to do it, anyway. Wasn’t it better to push him away before he made any mistakes about some romantic future we might have?


I had a lot of work to do here, and riding at Rich’s barn, and at horse shows, was just going to make things even more complicated. Adding in another person, with feelings and stuff?


Absolutely not.
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THE FENCE CREW was hammering away, practically drilling holes in my brain, but I didn’t care. The rest of the paddocks were underway. I danced through the barn aisle, my antics watched closely by Dynamo and Marcus.


“What?” I asked them. “This is one of the great things about being all alone out here. Dance like no one’s watching, right?”


Marcus sighed and went back into the tack room. I’d picked up an old desk and chair so I could look grand and professional when clients came, and he’d figured out that he could cuddle up in the chair. Now he spent most of his outdoor time coiled up in that desk chair, his tail pressed over his nose like a little fox.


“Fine,” I called into the tack room. “I’ll tone it down.”


My phone buzzed in my pocket and I went into the tack room, shutting the door to find a little quiet. I pulled it out and looked at the screen. Not Rich. I sighed. He still hadn’t called about the riding job. Catch-riding was great, but I’d held out hope for the steady work. I’d pretty much given up on Rich by now, though, and the ad wasn’t in this week’s magazine. He must have filled it with someone else.


Well, I’d manage with what I had. I always did.


“Green Winter Farm,” I answered. “This is Jules speaking.”


“Hello, Jules? I got your number at Canterbury last weekend. I’m looking for someone to take on a young horse for sixty days.”


“Oh, fantastic!” A smile spread across my face. This was the third call to come out of the Canterbury show. Even if Rich didn’t hire me, I was still picking up plenty of business thanks to his challenge to ride that night.


In fact, I had two horses arriving in a few more days, thanks to a referral from the university coach. I promised their owner I’d have the horses jumping and ready for an intermediate rider by the end of the summer. 


I’d just finished giving the woman on the phone my address, setting up a date for her to come out and see the farm the following weekend, when I heard a shout from the fence crew. It sounded serious. The hammering had stopped. I glanced down the barn aisle, but couldn’t see anything. Then I noticed Dynamo had gone to his window and was staring out, his ears pricked and his head high.


“I’ll talk to you soon thanks for calling bye-bye—” I slipped the phone in my pocket and ran out the back of the barn. 


“Hey lady, you got cows!” One of the fence crew waved at me. “You gotta put away these cows!”


“I don’t have cows!” I looked around, disconcerted.


Oh, yes I did.


Dozens of cattle were pouring onto the farm, hopping two and three at a time through a gap in the fence just behind my house. After they made it through the bottleneck, they seemed to spread outward, like a river pooling after a narrow gorge, as if cattle were just multiplying, oozing towards me, covering my half-constructed paddocks and coming dangerously close to my house’s wobbly back steps.


They’d be swarming through the barn in minutes if something didn’t stop them.


A few guys on the fence crew didn’t seem to like cows; they’d climbed up into the back of their pickup truck and were watching the invasion warily, hammers still clutched in their hands. Were cows dangerous? I didn’t think so, but this many of them seemed pretty hazardous, all right.


Marcus raced past me, barking up a frenzy, and I screamed for him to come back. Somehow I held his attention long enough to grab him by the collar and wrestle him back into the tack room. I shut the door with a bang and tried to think what to do. I couldn’t contain that tide of cattle all by myself. I looked at my phone, flicking through the contacts, and the cowboy’s number leapt out at me. I’d forgotten all about him, our meeting lost in my life’s constant drama over the past few weeks. I hit call with frantic fingers.


“Heider Ranch,” a woman answered.


I was flustered for a moment. Then I remembered—this was the ranch office number. “Hiya,” I stammered. “I’m Jules Thornton, your next-door neighbor? And your cows are all over my place.”


“Oh, gosh, sorry about that. Which neighbor? What’s your address?”


I rattled off the numbers. The woman took it all down without much urgency. “I’ll call around and see who’s available. We’ll get a trailer down there and move them all back ASAP. You’re not a farmer, right? These aren’t crops you’re calling about?”


“What? No. Horses. But I have a fence crew trying to build and they’re all marooned on top of their truck right now.”


“Oh! Oh, I see. Can’t have that. Just about half an hour, dear.”


She hung up the phone.


I stared down the aisle, looking over my farm, which was now half-cow. A lone red cow, with short horns and a vacant expression, ambled up the barn aisle and looked at me. She licked her nose. Her nostrils were broad and slick, like an enormous dog who had been nosing around in a slimy pond.


I made a decision at that moment: I did not like cows.







The cowboys arrived in less than half an hour. A big stock trailer came rattling down my driveway, and three men hopped out of the truck, unloaded three fully tacked ranch horses, and got busy. They took down another section of barbed wire, to give them more room to get through, and then the three of them on horseback pushed all the cattle back into their own pasture. It was a fairly quick, efficient process, made possible by their well-trained horses. By mid-afternoon, the barbed wire was being hammered back into place and the horses were being led back onto the trailer.


The fence crew begged off, saying they’d had to skip lunch because of the cows, but they’d be back tomorrow. “Anyway,” the boss said, pointing at the sky, “it’s gonna storm.”


He was probably right. The clouds were gathering thickly in the east, and there was a low rumble to the air. Looked like the summer storm season had decided to start today. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” I agreed, waving them away.


The cowboy who had been banging the barbed wire back into place walked up to me as the fence crew drove away. “Sorry we slowed down your workers,” he said.


I looked at him closely. “You’re the guy I met a few weeks ago, right? Sorry, I can be bad with names.”


“It’s no problem. I don’t think I told you my name.” The cowboy grinned. “I’m Travis.”


Of course he is, I thought, smothering a grin. Such a cowboy name. “Thanks for coming so quick and clearing out those cows, Travis.”


“That’s our job.” He looked around the property. “You’re really giving this place a new look. It used to be part of a bigger ranch, y’know. This was just one of the barns on the Thoroughbred side. There was cattle, citrus, and racehorses. But it all got chopped up into little sections when the owners died.”


“I’m lucky it did, I guess. Ten acres is the right size for me. For now, anyway.”


“It looks good.”


One of the cowboys shouted from the truck cab. They were loaded up and ready to go. He gave me an apologetic smile. “I gotta run. But I wanted to ask you last time, so I might as well now. Do you want to come out with me some Saturday night? Go into town, see a movie?”


I looked at the ground, feeling regretful. Not just about this cowboy, who was really a very nice guy. But also Davis. And everyone else whose feelings I’d hurt in the past, and everyone whose feelings I was going to hurt in the future. Because no one seemed to understand what I was about to say, and yet it was the only answer I had. It was the only truth I could speak.


“I can’t, Travis. I’m really sorry. But I can’t go out with anyone right now. I have a lot to accomplish, and I have to stay focused.”


He shifted next to me; I watched his boots scuff the dirt. “Well, but just for a couple hours. Everyone’s got to have a little time off.”


I shook my head gently. He wouldn’t understand. No one ever did. I wasn’t sure I understood. I just knew that I needed everything I had to point at one thing. I was here to become a top rider, and I couldn’t let a single moment, a single person, derail that goal.


“I’m really sorry,” I said again. “This job is too big for me to think about anything else. Thank you for asking.”


A sigh. “Well, all right then. See you around, Jules Thornton.”


I heard the slam of the truck door, laughter, and then the squeaking of shocks as the rig pulled out. And then I was alone again.


Thunder rumbled, and a hard rain began to fall, raising puffs of dust from the driveway.


I turned and went back into the barn, to be with my horse and dog.







“Why?” Laurie asked. “Why wouldn’t you go out with him?”


“I can’t have any distractions,” I replied, stirring my ramen noodles. Outside, lightning flickered in the distance. “I have clients coming in, I have shows to ride in, I have to keep working on the farm and Dynamo…there’s not any time for anything else.”


Laurie’s sigh was epic. “Jules, you’re really going to burn out this time. Why don’t you just give yourself a little space, go out with some of these guys, meet some people? You need friends.”


Laurie didn’t understand the gap that existed between me and everyone else. That was the saddest part to me. For nearly a decade, she’d used my love of horses and my empty pockets to her advantage. Now there was nothing left of me but my horsemanship and my drive to prove myself. I had to show the world I was more than Laurie’s groom. 


And she didn’t even see it.


The Jules that Laurie had created didn’t need friends or relationships. She wouldn’t even know what to do with them. She needed horses, she needed stability, she needed success. She needed to overcome an entire world of people who had more than she did.


I was up against an entire universe of Davises and Vonnies and Riches. Breaks were for people who already had the breaks. Burn-out was for people who had the luxury of burning out.


For me, there was nothing ahead but hard, grinding work.


“I’m fine,” I said shortly. “Really.”


“Jules, you’ve always been so prickly. I just worry…”


“About what?”


“I worry you’re going to turn into a total bitch, okay? I worry you’re going to ruin yourself, locked away on that little farm. You’re too young for all of this. I shouldn’t have encouraged you, I should have made you stay here—”


“That wasn’t your choice,” I reminded her. My noodles were cooling. I took them to my kitchen table, pushed aside my pile of bills. With horses coming in to fill stalls, I could actually see myself paying some of them. Things were looking up. So why was Laurie freaking out now?


“At least get yourself a roommate,” Laurie said. “Get a working student who will move in with you, keep you company. You need someone to remind you how to be human.”


I liked the sound of that. Not the human part, I knew how to be human, thanks. But a live-in working student would be nice. I’d need help with stalls and barn chores as the place filled up. And surely being a working student for me would be nothing like my life under Laurie. I’d learn from her mistakes. I’d do better.


“Yeah,” I agreed. “That’s a good idea. I’ll start looking around for someone.”


“Good. Don’t just be about horses, Jules. Make yourself a life, okay? With people in it.” 


“Sure,” I said. “A life.”


Once Laurie was satisfied she’d said her piece, I put down the phone and started in on my ramen. A few raindrops tapped against the front window, and Marcus sighed at my feet, hoping to lick out the bowl. The storm had settled in for a long afternoon and evening of blissful, cooling rain, but I knew tomorrow morning would be steamy and we’d have to ride early…once the summer storms began, they stuck around until October. 


Crazy, to think where I might be in October. Four months between now and then, and in that time I would go from this night, one horse in the barn and fences half-begun, to a full barn of client horses, checks every month to cover board and training fees, neat paddocks and a groomed arena, jumps to school over and dressage letters to drill alongside. Maybe I’d have someone else in the house, too, a working student who wanted to learn from me and devote herself to eventing the way that I was doing.


I smiled and dropped Marcus a noodle.


I was going to make it. Maybe no one really believed it yet, not the way I did. But all the signs were there. As long as I stayed focused, as long as no one got in my way, as long as I remembered to always stay hungry and always stay ready to fight for what I wanted, I was going to make it.


“The best the world has ever seen, Marcus,” I told my beagle. “They have no idea what Jules Thornton can do.”







Before bed, I went back outside. The frogs were still singing, the whip-poor-wills were still chuckling, and a few killdeers fluttered from the grass as I crossed the short distance between my house and the barn. Just behind the barn, draped in a pool of orange light, Dynamo grazed in his paddock. The new fence boards were ghostly pale in the darkness, their outlines picked out by a laughing half-moon.


I put my hands over the rails, feeling the rough edges of the lumber against my skin, and waited for Dynamo to walk over to me.


He came slowly, his ears pricked, his nostrils fluttering a silent greeting. I let him lip a few baby carrots from my fingers, listened to him crunch them down as I stroked his jagged stripe, his oval star. 


So much had happened in the past few weeks, I barely knew who I was anymore. But that wasn’t a problem with Dynamo. With my horse, I felt like myself—whatever that meant, and whoever that was. “You’re it, buddy,” I told him softly. “Whatever happens here, you’re real. You’re the one thing I can count on.”


Marcus nosed at my leg. He was just looking for carrots, but what the hell—it felt like he was saying something I needed to understand. “You, too,” I said, rubbing his long ears with one hand. “Sorry I left you out.”


A horse and a dog—what more could a girl need? Maybe the rumors were right, and I was an awful person to be around. Maybe Davis was right, and I’d trusted the wrong person with my childhood dreams. Whoever was right, whoever was wrong, all I had was this moment, this version of myself. All I could do was keep feeding it what it craved.


This life. The eventing life. 


I was going to make it.
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BOLD IS THE prequel to Ambition, Book 1 of The Eventing Series. In Ambition, readers join Jules for an epic multi-book journey, as she seeks to become a top event rider…and a better person. Laurie might have lovingly called Jules “Miss Prickles,” but after nearly a year in Ocala, she’s gotten even tougher to deal with.


And Ocala has plenty of trouble in store for Jules. From career disappointments to a devastating hurricane, she’s about to face the toughest summer of her life. She has a show-ring nemesis in the form of a handsome redhead named Peter Morrison, and a working student who has lost all respect for her. If Jules is going to hang on to her eventing dreams, she’s going to have to let down her guard and let in some help…but that’s a tall order for an independent woman who has never trusted anyone but herself.


The adventure doesn’t stop there. Follow Jules as she comes into her own through the entire six-book series! From learning to be a better dressage rider (and a more humble equestrian) to expanding her skills as a riding coach (and learning to love her job), Jules really does abandon her Miss Prickles exterior—but it takes time, and a few catastrophes!


Read all of The Eventing Series on Kindle Unlimited or in print editions. The first four books are also available in audiobook from Audible and your favorite audiobooks retailer.

Click here to see the entire series.

Turn the page to begin reading Ambition now!







Chapter One





Use one word to describe yourself. 





Dynamo leaned over the stall webbing and nudged at my shoulder. I smiled and tickled his chin whiskers, prickly where I’d let them stay a little long. I didn’t like to cut a horse’s whiskers too short; they were little antennas, keeping a horse from bumping his nose in the dark. Of course, Dynamo rarely experienced total darkness. Even when he was outside at night, there was a light burning over his paddock. I liked to be able to see him, at any time, day or night.


“If I were to describe you with one word, Dyno, it would be adorable.” 


Dynamo retreated into the stall, clearly affronted. As well he should be, I figured—he was an athlete, he was a very manly horse. Not a kitten, but a panther. 


Still adorable, though, no denying it. 


“You two are really close,” a voice said, sounding impressed. “That’s nice.”


I glanced down the stable aisle. A girl was sitting on her own tack trunk, dressed like I was in boots and breeches, polo shirt in her barn colors, hard hat at her side. The stall door next to her was closed; I saw a dark horse within, watching us through the stall bars. “He’s my baby,” I admitted reluctantly. “Doesn’t yours like to socialize?”


“This princess?” The girl looked over her shoulder at the horse behind her, as if she hadn’t known the horse was lurking there. She shook her head at the mare, and the horse disappeared into the depths of the stall. “She bit me an hour ago. I’m surprised you missed that. I shouted like a little kid. So now she’s on time-out.” She considered, then got up to undo the latch. “I should probably let her apologize, since our ride time is coming up soon. Otherwise she’ll go out there swishing her tail and cranky, and we’ll have a terrible ride.”


I was sorry I’d said anything. 


She slid the door open and leaned over the stall webbing. “Amber… come on over…come on, Amber.”


The horse ignored her. The girl shook her head ruefully. “She’s never really liked me.” She watched Dynamo for a few seconds—he was rooting around in my pony-tail now, rubbing his upper lip around the elastic band. He loved to pull it down and make me look even messier than usual. “I’d love to have that kind of relationship with a horse,” she said wistfully.


“We’ve been through a lot,” I replied simply, and looked the other way, out the stable doors where the green grass and black-board fences of Ocala went rolling by in gentle swells. I wasn’t here to make friends or tell my life story to nosey competitors. 


I was here to win.







I didn’t have enough money to be in the horse business, that was the simple truth. It didn’t matter how many people told me that showing horses was a rich man’s sport. There wasn’t anything else for me to do. There wasn’t anything else I cared about. 


My parents caved early and paid for riding lessons. All through elementary school and middle school, I rode once a week, bouncing around a ring for an hour on a bored school-horse, and that was supposed to be enough. When it wasn’t, I managed to find ways to work for riding lessons. My riding instructor, Laurie, knew a good thing when she saw it. I was willing to do anything at all to ride for an extra twenty minutes. Scrub out drains, clean out gutters, muck out stalls. I was child labor and I was proud of it.


Working at the riding stable ate any social time I might have had, and I didn’t care. There were no parties, no dates, no prom nights. I wandered through my school years drawing windswept manes and pricked ears onto the brown paper covers of my textbooks, and, as soon as I realized no one was going to notice or care if I wasn’t sitting slumped in the back of the room, I started skipping class to strip out stalls instead. Laurie was a fantastic rider, a decent riding instructor, and a very savvy businesswoman. She dangled rides on half-broke ponies in front of me in exchange for barn chores, and I snapped up every chance to climb onto her auction finds and rodeo rejects.


I didn’t have the money to ride good horses, but I was willing to risk life and limb and scholastic expulsion to get on any horse I could. And so I happily agreed to ride outrageously bad horses: horses who bucked, horses who bolted, horses who flipped over and horses who lay down in the dirt when they were tired of working. But all that badness made me a supremely confident rider, able to stay in the saddle through just about any display of dangerous behavior. 


My happiest hours were spent in the saddle, with brief time-outs when some auction bronc managed to get me out of it. I always got back on. Always. Laurie loved me. “I can put you on anything and in six weeks I have a lesson pony,” she’d brag when she showed me off to friends. I’d shrug and blush and go get on another horse. I didn’t know what else to do.


No one else at the barn loved me, of course. I was a working-class kid in a rich kid’s world. Laurie financed her equestrian life by teaching kids to ride on the auction ponies I had taught some manners, then selling their parents very expensive push-button show-horses. Osprey Ridge catered to extravagantly wealthy girls, and by the time we were teenagers together, the lines had been drawn. I was on one side, the hired help, and they were on the other, making my life difficult. 


Those girls cemented my distrust of humankind. They delighted in nasty little teases like throwing their horse’s sweaty tack in the dirt so that I’d have extra work to do in that night’s clean-up, or “spilling” a drop of shampoo into a water trough I was filling so that I had to spend twenty minutes rinsing out the ensuing foam volcano that came frothing over the trough’s edges. The trouble they made for me was demoralizing like nothing else in my life. I was never ashamed to throw horse manure into a wheelbarrow in exchange for some saddle time. But those girls thought I should be, and they did everything in their power to let me know that I wasn’t like them. I wasn’t good enough for them. 


All of which, in turn, made me more determined than anything to be the very best. If you can’t join them, beat them and rub their noses in it, that was my motto. The horse show ribbons that I managed to bring home were strung up along the school-horse stalls for months. They grew flyspecked and mildewed, but I didn’t care. I didn’t need the ribbons in my bedroom where no one could admire them but me; I needed them at the barn, where the other girls could see them and be reminded that I could out-ride them on Laurie’s auction nags any day of the week. 


They laughed when I brought home Dynamo, too. They didn’t laugh so hard when we won the Novice Regional Championships two years later, or the Training Regional Championships the following year. By the Preliminary Regionals, most of them had gone off to college in Tallahassee or Gainesville or farther afield. I won anyway, for fun. With any luck, a few of them still had subscriptions to The Chronicle of the Horse. I smiled very, very broadly for the camera. You could open up to the Eventing section and count my teeth, grinning at the world, but especially at Ashleigh Cooper and Winnie Hill and Elizabeth Rothsberg, busy failing English 101 while I made my dreams come true.


And I went on making my dreams come true, while they were off studying or going to frat parties or whatever it was college students did. My grandfather had left me college money—the only stroke of luck I’d ever had. 


I took it and bought a farm with it.


Of course there was a fight. I had been arguing with my parents about college for two solid years. They wanted me to go to school—anything would have pleased them at this point. Equine science, veterinary medicine, business administration…anything. I was working for Laurie full-time at Osprey Ridge, mucking in the morning, riding problem horses in the afternoon, and working with my own auction find, Dynamo, at night after evening feed. 


Dressage in the moonlight: it sounds so romantic! But there are mosquitoes in the moonlight, too. We practiced our half-pirouettes and our tempi changes, swatting at bugs in between movements. We bathed in citronella and pyrethrins. But we got better, without anyone to bother us or tease me or demand my help right away or slam a car door at just the right moment to make my horse miss a distance or flub a transition. Aside from the occasional lesson from Laurie, who helped me get over the troublesome hurdles like flying lead changes and skinny fences, we worked alone.


We worked alone until that was the only kind of happiness I knew—just me and my horse.


I told my parents that Dynamo and I had something special, something that couldn’t be put on ice while I wasted time at college. They disagreed, of course. How could I give up the college fund? Did I know how lucky I was to have a college fund?


I saw that money as a cash prize, for getting through my childhood years as a rider without a dime to my name. And I knew exactly what I was going to do with that cash, too, as soon as I could get my hands on it. 


I waited. I worked, and I rode, and I showed, and I waited. Until I turned twenty-one, took that money, and found a place to be alone with Dynamo…and a few other horses, to pay the bills, of course. 


Green Winter Farm, my own little ten acres, a dryish patch of land on the outskirts of Florida’s horse country. My own (used, slightly dented) dually pickup. My own (used, slightly more dented) horse trailer. My own barn, my own paddocks, my own doublewide trailer. Or manufactured home, as the realtor put it. But who cared? It was a place for me to sleep. I would have taken a stall in the barn for a bedroom if only to have my own farm.


Green Winter Farm, my first great brush with luck. Here was where it would all begin: my stunning career, my name in lights, my magazine covers and my shiny medals, The Star-Spangled Banner playing in the background as the flag was raised on high. This was it.


And here I was, a year later, sitting cross-legged on a tack trunk with my head tipped back against the wall of Dynamo’s stall in the show barn at Longacres, waiting for my audition ride in front of the judges for the Athletic Charities for Equestrians. Broke. Down on my luck. Jaw set with determination.


Ready to win.







The application hadn’t been too long, in keeping with the common conception that horsemen and women were too busy with the everyday struggles of running a farm, training horses, and teaching snot-nosed kids how to ride, to be expected to spend anything more than twenty minutes or so word-smithing their talents in a desperate grab for all of their hopes and dreams on a platter. So there was no essay question or anything like that, despite the fact that most horse people are artistic, creative types who could write like a Rhodes Scholar if they’d spent any time paying attention in class instead of working out how they were going to turn babysitting money into a full season of events and how many favors they’d have to do for their trainer in order to bum a ride in the horse trailer to the next show. 


Most of the questions were straight-forward: what level have you ridden at, what level have you trained a horse to, how many times have you competed, at what level, etc. But the one that had me stumped, the one that made me stand up and walk away from the clutter of papers and Diet Coke cans that passed for my kitchen table, was the one that couldn’t be easily quantified or backed up with a file folder full of entry forms, dressage tests, and hand-scrawled receipts from event secretaries. 


“Use one word to describe yourself.”


Were they kidding? I was stumped. I didn’t describe myself. I didn’t think about myself. I didn’t worry about myself. I worried about my riding, I worried about my horses.


But it had to be answered. 


I finally sat back down at the table, picked up my pen, and wrote “ambitious.”


It’s not the worst thing in the world. It isn’t a bad word. Ambitious is kinder than ruthless, softer than self-absorbed, less damning than hard-hearted. Ambitious wants to get ahead and works hard, ambitious is dedicated and a go-getter. Ambitious doesn’t necessarily run rough-shod over the competition, doesn’t implicitly indicate a lack of compassion or empathy or normal human emotion. 


Ambitious just wants to be at the top, to be the very best, more than anything else in the world. 


And what’s wrong with that?







Chapter Two





A shadow fell over the barn aisle. I got up and inspected the sky: there was a big black thundercloud, promising the usual afternoon storm. They were the double-edged sword we all loved and hated here in Ocala. Whether you were a farm laborer or a horse trainer or a convenience-store-loiterer (all common jobs in northwest Marion County) you simultaneously longed for the break in the heat, and cursed the lightning and floods that came along for the ride. The temperature today was off the charts for June, the mercury pressing against the top of the thermometer somewhere near one hundred degrees, and the torpid air sat heavily in my lungs and clouded my vision. I kept waiting for the drumroll of fat raindrops on the steel roof, but it seemed to be hovering just out of range, keeping its cool breeze and its refreshing rainfall selfishly to itself. I sighed, hot breath on hot air.


I felt sleepy and stupid and useless.


It was the biggest day of my life.


I wandered back over to Dynamo’s stall and leaned against the wall. Dynamo leaned over his stall guard, straining the brass snaps and the blue vinyl with his chest, and pressed his big chestnut head against my shoulder. 


“Sweet baby,” I murmured, cupping one hand over a fluttering nostril. “Stop nudging Mummy in her poor tired back.”


His bony face was damp in my hand. Even with a box fan blowing into the stall, Dynamo was hot just waiting for our audition ride. We were the last team on the schedule, and the weather had grown thicker and more Amazonian with every horse and rider combination who had gone clopping out of the barn and towards the arena at the top of the hill. They’d all come back drenched with sweat, red-faced with heat, but I had a sinking feeling that it would be worst of all for Dynamo and me. The last ride, in the very middle of the hot afternoon—what kind of luck was that?


I’d always thought of myself as having pretty bad luck, and it looked like Dynamo shared it. Poor boy, I’m so sorry. In another life, I must have done things wrong. I must have refused to share my rag doll in some nineteenth-century nursery; I must have lied and cheated to get ahead when others were starving during the Great Depression or sacrificing all during great wars. If we are the same person born again and again, then I probably wheeled and dealed and lied and stole to get my paws on some big chunk of land or a particularly fine piece of horseflesh. I surely earned my champagne taste, my beer budget, and this afternoon’s oppressive weather in another misspent life. 


Ha-ha, the joke’s on you, universe, I thought, running a finger down Dynamo’s jagged white stripe, ear to nose between his dark eyes. I’d do it all again. I will have horses, I will be the best, with or without the help of luck. 


The girl from down the aisle led her horse out, throwing me a lopsided grin as she went. Her horse was sweating between the hindquarters, already feeling the heat. “Good luck,” I said without conviction, and she nodded her thanks. Just beyond the stable door, the rider who had just returned was throwing down her sweaty tack in a heap in the aisle before she dragged her tired horse towards the outside wash-rack.


“You’ll be fine,” I whispered to Dynamo. “You’re a Florida-bred, and so am I. We can handle a little June heat, can’t we?” And I kissed him on the nose. 


“You love that horse,” a male voice observed.


I’d forgotten there was anyone else in the barn and I jumped, startled. But I looked down the aisle and there he was, curled up with his feet on his tack trunk, flipping the pages of a dressage magazine. He appeared ridiculously calm, considering he was here for the same reason that all of us were: a big fat financial grant from ACE and the ride on an upper-level horse owned by a corporate sponsor. His name was Peter Morrison, according to the schedule the committee had sent, and his horse was Regina. They’d be the second-to-last to audition today, going before me. 


I was dimly aware of his presence in the eventing world. We had competed against one another at the Preliminary level in a few events over the past year, but he hadn’t been at the area championships. I supposed he might be from California, or New York. Not that it mattered. I didn’t know him, and I didn’t intend to get to know him. Other people were only a distraction from the prize—and he wanted the same prize that I did. 


Still, I couldn’t be rude. And, it must be said, his wide smile was the most welcoming expression I had seen on a human face in some time. To say nothing of his chiseled cheekbones and brown, suntanned skin. Peter Morrison was very easy on the eyes. 


“I do love my horse,” I admitted, a little embarrassed, a little disappointed in myself. I had to remind myself that it was Dynamo, a special case, not for sale. My number one rule in business was that horses come and horses go, always for sale and never for keeps. But I had been in love with Dynamo since day one, and therein lay the problem. I wanted, needed, had to have a top-level horse, had to make a splash on the international scene, had to be the best of the best or I would never be content. And Dynamo…


Well, he just wasn’t good enough. Loving him wasn’t enough to satisfy my ambition, but I couldn’t bring myself to sell him and use the money to buy a young horse with more potential. It wasn’t like me to be sentimental, but there we were. 


Plus, and this was no small thing, competing Dynamo cost me money. Competing other people’s horses cost other people money. I could hardly run a business chasing twenty-five cent ribbons that I financed out of my own checking account. 


And so here we were. I needed the ACE horse and grant money more than anything. It was the only way that I could see to keep Dynamo in my barn and get hold of a horse with the potential to get to the four-star level. It was the only way that I could see to keep Dynamo in my barn and get hold of a horse who would raise my profile, get me a big sponsor, fill my barn with horses to train and sell, and pay the bills. It was the only way that I could see to keep competing, avoid teaching kids to post the trot, and still stay in the eventing business.


“It’s nice to see someone who really loves their horse,” Peter Morrison continued cheerfully. So cheerful! Didn’t he realize he had to ride for the committee in thirty minutes? No nerves at all? It made a person wonder. “Regina here, I’ve had her since she was three years old, and didn’t know anything but how to run very slowly around a racetrack.” He laughed and put down his magazine, freeing up his hands to pull off his ball-cap and run his hands through a mop of reddish brown hair. “He’s a Thoroughbred too, right?”


“Yes, he raced too…didn’t win anything.” 


“Yeah, my Regina never saw anything but dirt in her face. It taught her to be a little ornery, I think. She’s a gorgeous mover, but she’d be happier just doing dressage…she jumps for me because I ask her nicely, but if she isn’t set up for a fence just so, forget it!” He hopped off the tack trunk and gave the watching mare a big, smacking kiss on her nose. Regina pinned her ears, outraged, and pulled back, ducking into the privacy of her stall. He watched her fondly. “Old bitch. Suppose I ought to throw her bridle on.” 


I watched him rummage in the tack trunk and pull out a hard hat, the thick shell personalized with a green and blue silk cover, and a pair of leather gloves, which he stuffed into the back pocket of his buff riding breeches: all the little rituals of bridling a horse, preparing to mount up immediately after the bit is in the mouth and the throat-latch and noseband are buckled. As English riders, we’d been trained in the same nuances and traditions that had been taught to horsemen and horsewomen for centuries. We were walking mirrors of one another, breathing facsimiles of history, reading all the latest scientific advancements in equine sports medicine and then strapping on our leather saddles and bridles as if it was still the eighteenth century.


He walked the mare out at last, saddled and bridled and booted and wrapped, ready for action, and gave us a cheerful wave as he led her past. “Good luck to you!” he said, and sounded as though he meant it. 


I watched him walk outside of the barn and mount his mare, my eyes narrowed. I didn’t understand how he could look so upbeat and excited about the audition. Certainly, no one else had. One by one, as the day dragged by, the other six applicants had gravely saddled their horses, tugging at their girth straps with grim, doomed faces and panicked eyes, fumbling with the clips on their hard hats with trembling, numb fingers. They ran clean towels over their shining horses’ coats to remove every last imagined mote of dust, stuck a booted toe in the left stirrup and swung aboard, and then used that same towel to give one last desperate swipe to their polished boots. Every time someone mounted, one of the other applicants—once me, several times Peter Morrison—had stepped up and taken the towel from their gloved hands, to place neatly on their tack trunk in anticipation of their return, and then given them a stiff nod, a wooden smile, to send them on their way.


We’d all been barely able to manage even the simplest version of the fake courtesy that horsemen afford their competitors, pretending to be kindred spirits and admitting to having all the same likes and dislikes and histories and needs, all the while knowing that we competed against one another. Horse sports are about one person and one horse, not about teams of riders, and this constant life of rivalry shows in our limited social skills. (Or maybe I was only speaking for myself here? Maybe this was a personal problem.)


But Peter had seemed genuinely interested in every pair, wishing them well, patting riders on the thigh with friendly abandon, patting horses on the neck with companionable goodwill, and it just wasn’t what I was used to. Or that total lack of nerves, in the face of one of the most important steps on all of our roads to stardom—it was pretty disconcerting. 


Then again, I thought, as I got up to take Peter’s towel and give him his mechanical wave good-bye, Peter Morrison was the only male applicant this year. And considering that there was only one male applicant last year, too, and that prominent eventing patriarch Damon Knox had publicly stated, in The Chronicle of the Horse, that there weren’t enough young American men riding, compared to the hordes of girls who flocked to riding lessons as soon as they were big enough to wear a riding helmet safely, and that Damon Knox was the head of the ACE committee, and that two years ago, the only male applicant riding in front of Damon “there aren’t enough guys in eventing” Knox won the ACE grant… 


No wonder he was so happy. Statistics were on his side. Sex was on his side. The publicly-biased judge holding the purse strings was on his side. The eventing gods were on his side. And he knew it.


I shrugged my shoulders, adjusting the knot in my neck, the tag in the collar of my fitted blue polo shirt, the chip on my shoulder, and went back to Dynamo’s stall to get the big red horse saddled up. We would be next.


Twenty minutes later, Dynamo was standing with his chest against the stall guard, brushed, bandaged, and tacked. Every hair lay perfectly in accordance with the next, the swirls and whorls of cowlicks red and gold like the grain of polished wood. The fox-colored mane brushed flat against the muscles of his arched neck, a meticulous four inches long from ear to withers; his thick tail flowing like a waterfall before coming to a precise blunt ending halfway between his hocks and his ankles. “Banged,” it’s called, the way the English do it. We English riders are traditionalists, in every way.


Just as traditional, I stood before my horse in the barn aisle, fastening the button closure on my deerskin gloves. My blue-covered helmet sat snugly over my forehead, my polo shirt in matching navy just brushed the top of my buff riding breeches with their soft suede seat and my bridle-leather belt. My polished black boots were understated dress boots, without the fancy, extra-high Spanish cuff that so many riders were opting for. I couldn’t afford the extra decoration, for one thing. I thought it was a little over-the-top and circus-performer, for another. But I have always managed to disdain the things that I cannot afford, and the people who can. 


There was a shadow in the barn entrance, and then Peter Morrison was walking in, a low-headed horse dragging behind him. Her hooves scraped along the concrete floor. He gave the mare a pat on the neck and smiled at me as he approached. 


“Your horse looks knackered,” I observed. 


“Hot out there,” he acknowledged ruefully. “If it gets any hotter this summer we’re all going to have to move up north.”


“I wish.” The lucky ones did, of course. The riders with fat wallets and big strings of top horses went far north of the Mason-Dixon line to wait out Florida’s hellacious summer months in temperate comfort. The rest of us struggled not to melt in our sub-tropical hell. But hey, it was home.


“Yeah, that’s the jackpot, right?” He had the tiniest accent, just present in the flow of his words, a statement in his questions and an inquiry in his statements. An English or Irish trainer growing up, probably. That sort of thing rubbed off, and having the old country accent was good for business in the horse world, anyway. New money loved old accents, they wanted to feel continental or they wouldn’t have bought a horse as an investment (or tax shelter) in the first place. “We all want the yard somewhere in Vermont so we won’t have to break a sweat!”


The yard…definitely a UK trainer in his past.


That was fine. My old trainer was from Alabama and had the accent to match, but she was a USDF gold medalist as well, so not sounding posh didn’t make me less of a rider than this guy.


“Did they work you hard out there?” I asked. There was already sweat running down my cheeks and the back of my neck from beneath my hard hat. I shoved at the hairnet keeping my shoulder-length hair tucked discreetly above my ears and under the helmet. A boyish crop was definitely in my future. It didn’t matter what I looked like without a hard hat on, anyway.


“Pretty hard,” he admitted, stripping the sweat-soaked tack from his mare. “Dressage, show-jumping, the water complex on the cross-country course.” He grinned and tossed a mud-soaked girth on the ground. “Water was quite refreshing, of course.”


“Like doing an entire event in a half-hour!”


“All three phases. You ready?”


I wasn’t ready. I was hot. I was so hot. I’d grown up in Florida, I’d been riding in this heat since I was seven years old, close enough to a lifetime to be the truth, but it had to be hotter today than ever before. This had to be a record-breaker. It might get this still and close and steamy on an August afternoon at about two o’clock, but no one would have scheduled us to ride then, either. We knew what we were in for in August. I wasn’t ready for this in early June.


“I’m ready,” I said stiffly.


“Good luck,” he said earnestly, as if he really meant it, but maybe it was part of his all-around good guy schtick, how he got clients and students and girls. These guys on horseback were all the same, they had a groom at every farm. There weren’t enough girls who had spent time on breeding farms with snorting-whinnying-prancing stallions chasing around mares in heat, or pregnant mares, or goats even, to recognize peacocking and showboating, and be disgusted by it when it was being displayed for their benefit. 


I had, however, spent a little time around breeding stallions and long-suffering mares (and goats) and I wasn’t interested in being courted, however casually, by another stud colt. There was too much li’l ladying going on in the horse business. Too much swagger and men walking into the barn crotch-first in riding breeches that were entirely too tight. Something about being with horses made women more understanding and empathetic, at least that’s what all the self-help books masquerading as horse books seemed to suggest, but they just seemed to make men more macho and chauvinistic. I suppose it was tough on their egos that both sexes competed on equal footing in equestrian competition. 


No lady’s tee for us, and we look better in riding breeches, too.







Chapter Three





The dressage arena sat on top of a hill, and I loosened Dynamo’s muscles by putting him through his paces: circles and serpentines, voltes and half-voltes, halts and changes-of-gait, while the judges sat, rather less than regally, perched atop a picnic table along the rail.


Beyond them, catching Dynamo’s eye every time we passed, was a big oval jumping field, dotted with the kind of expensive, whimsical jumps—butterflies holding up orange and black striped rails, two wishing wells spanning a false brick wall—that only the top events can afford to put out for their show jumping phase. It was a reminder that the money behind Longacres was very significant. This was a rich man’s game I was trying to play. Well, that’s why I was here, I reminded myself. For the money. Every other rider here was in the same position I was—they possessed all of the skill and none of the cash.


I wasn’t overwhelmed by the height of the show jumping course—the poles fall down if your horse hits them, and they weren’t higher than four feet, anyway. But down the slope, opposite the stable where we’d spent the day in waiting, I could see the railroad ties and telephone poles, sculpted by chainsaw into their own forms of rustic art, that comprised the cross-country course. The stone wall out there wasn’t painted rocks on a sheet of plywood—those were real stones, held together with real mortar. And the water complex had a particularly formidable drop. Once your horse was leaping over the fence in front of it, you were soaring seven feet above the pool of water below. 


I had to look away from the water hazard, actually. I felt a wave of nausea wash over me and settle in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t scared, exactly—I’d done it all before, and cross-country riding is the heart and soul of eventing, the reason why we work so hard. But I was a little dizzy in the heat, perhaps just a little weak. I swallowed hard. Heat stroke was not an option. Balancing a horse around cross-country fences requires a clear head and a strong body.


And there was no turning back now. I brushed the back of one hand against my forehead, trying to sop up some of the damp, but my deerskin gloves were already soaked through with the sweat of Dynamo’s withers and neck. All I accomplished was introducing a salty prickling into my eyes. Now I couldn’t see, in addition to the nerves and nausea. This wasn’t ideal.


Get it together. 


I heaved a deep sigh, hoping the breath would stretch my diaphragm and back, and tilted my pelvis so that my seat bones would sink into the saddle, feeling his very spine. There’s a moment that I’m sure must be the entire point of riding dressage, (the Olympic sport that takes decades to master and puts the masses to sleep), a moment when your muscles flow into your horse’s muscles, and you cease to sit as a passenger on his back and find yourself floating, buoyed by his impulsion and glorious strength. Whoever first felt it—a Roman cavalryman, a French knight, a Bedouin nomad—they must have been forever addicted. It is the sort of sensation that a person feels once and spends the rest of their lives seeking out. It is perfect balance with a four-legged creature of speed and power, and I had never felt it so strongly with any horse besides Dynamo.


What was remarkable, though, and what I thought would impress the judges, was that while I could find perfect balance and enlightenment with Dynamo, he was naturally very bad at dressage. 


His natural gaits were unbeautiful: he lifted his knees too high at the trot instead of swinging forward from the shoulder; he had a long back and a natural tendency to let his hind legs trail after him at the canter, instead of bringing them up beneath his body to create a springing, cat-like bounce with every step. All his mismatched parts required a particularly long warm-up to start flowing together in the tightly-sprung watch-works precision needed for a competitive dressage test, and for the first ten minutes or so of any warm-up, few onlookers would have believed me if I told them he was capable of upper-level movements. But he could do them, because I could put him together and coax them out of him. I was counting on the judges to watch our warm-up, and see the transformation I created.


But the transformation took time, more time than a naturally gifted horse would have needed, and it was hot—have I mentioned that it was hot?—and so by the time Dynamo had finally managed to pull his hind legs underneath himself and started pushing off with his hindquarters, instead of pulling himself along with his forelegs in an undignified scrabble, his veins were bulging from his neck and sweat had been rubbed into white foam along the leather of the reins, the bridle, even behind my legs where my calves were constantly pushing, lifting, coaxing his abdominal muscles to lift up his back and meet my seat. When we halted at last, I let the reins fall loose and he turned his head; I could see the red rims of his flared nostrils, and I knew then that we didn’t have long. I couldn’t ask for much more in this airless swamp.


Along the rail, the trio of judges had begun beckoning, flagging me down with various gestures, flourishing a hat, brandishing a notepad, waving their arms. For all the motion, it took me a surprisingly long time to notice them. I was too absorbed in working Dynamo, I supposed then, but perhaps it was that I was already so overheated that my reaction times had begun to crawl more slowly, neurons firing sluggishly, brain literally fried.


I nudged the horse into a trot and we jogged over to the rail. A few strides before we reached the group, I squeezed my fingers closed on the reins and sat deep in the saddle, pushing Dynamo with my calves so that his forward momentum ran straight into the firm hold I had on his mouth, causing him to rock back and halt beautifully and square, a leg at each corner, like a general before his troops. It was time to show off what we had.


I gave him a quick pat on the neck, and felt the heat of his wet skin through my deerskin glove. He was broiling.


“We’re going to make this brief,” the lone man on the committee said. Tall and traditional, in breeches and damp polo shirt and a faded ACE ball cap perched on his bald head, Damon Knox had been making and breaking the dreams of penniless riders for ten years. I’d been gearing up for this moment for just as long. “It’s just too hot,” he continued. “We’re risking your health and your horse’s with this weather.” He glanced up at the opaque sky, the thunderstorm that had stubbornly refused to budge and let loose its pent-up rain and wind upon us, to make his point. “Just jump a couple of warm-up fences, then do the stadium jumping course that we posted in the barn this morning and we’ll call it a day.”


I nodded, and blinked hard, because there seemed to be more sweat in my eyes. Why else would they be prickling? This wasn’t a calamity, was it? So it was all going to come down to a twenty-minute warm-up in the dressage ring and a stadium jumping course. Everyone else had ridden for nearly an hour, showing off their dressage prowess, their cross-country bravery, their show-jumping discipline, and I was going to have to show I was worth twenty thousand dollars and a new horse by doing just a third of all that.


That was just fine. 


It was a disaster.


They were handing this whole package to Peter Morrison. I just knew it.


My face flushed red at the idea, and if I had thought about crying with disappointment, rage replaced that despondency quickly enough. Resentment had always carried me further than jealousy; despising my enemies had always been more sustaining than envying my competition. These are the true lessons you learn in high school, when you spend all four years of it mucking out after your classmates’ horses.


I hardened my jaw and then loosened it again, working my tongue around the insides of my dry mouth, as I realized that my unhappy tension had carried all the way down to my mount. His back had gone flat and his head had come up, losing the obedient, arch-necked stance that we prized in dressage. The hollow feeling was a reminder of what we needed to do. I could fight for this with everything I had, but if I slipped in my own composure, Dynamo would go around the arena like a plow horse after a long day in the fields. I had to go into this battle shod with ballet slippers, easy and light on the ground, on my horse, on the eyes.


And I’d show them that I was brave enough to take on the heat. A few extra degrees couldn’t hurt us. We were Florida-breds. So I spoke up. “I think we could manage the whole ride. We’re locals, you know. We were both brought up here in Florida.” 


Damon Knox’s face clouded, and the two women sitting beside him narrowed their eyes. I saw my mistake instantly; their faces said it all. It was too hot for anyone to ask a horse for anything remotely strenuous. What sort of person was I? 


Knox was a snowbird from Virginia. He’d be leaving for the summer in another week. No Florida summers or Virginia winters for his home-bred, never-been-raced Thoroughbreds; he shuttled them up and down the coast chasing the room temperature ideal. He raised his eyebrows at me, silently questioning my sanity, my humanity.


But it was Ronnie Gibbs, the woman sitting next to him on top of the picnic table, who spoke up. She had been a top rider before she fell at Badminton and broke her pelvis in three places. Now she coached and taught clinics, and her voice held that carefully rehearsed, encouraging tone that kept hopeless riders coming back again and again with their checkbooks open. “You have the right spirit,” she said. “I’m very impressed with your spunk. But we have to be careful of what’s best for our horses, don’t we? After all, they should always come first. Without them, we’re nothing.”


My toes curled up in my boots at her empty platitudes. I hadn’t been seen as brave and ambitious at all. I’d been seen as cutthroat and cruel to my horse and only interested in the win. Now I wasn’t the next big rider on the scene, I was just a headstrong girl who couldn’t take advice and didn’t put her horse first. I couldn’t come back from this; it was the eighth deadly sin, and the most grievous one of all. But I had to try. Maybe, if I passed it off as girlish excitement…


“I’m sorry,” I said meekly. “You’re right. I guess I’m so used to the heat that I didn’t really realize it was worse than usual. I just got excited about running through that water complex, that’s all.” 


Ronnie’s lips curved into a smile that made her face pucker as though she’d bit into a lemon, every last inch of her skin sliding into a thousand wrinkles. Horsewomen polish and adore their saddles, but let their faces languish in the sun. I always put on sunblock—when I remembered—out of a terror of ending up like Ronnie and the entire generation of riding instructors, trainers, and competitive riders who looked just like her, with skin like a cowboy’s saddle left in the desert. “It’s natural to be excited,” the lemon said kindly. “I like the water complex best, too.” 


I had the uncomfortable impression that she was speaking to me in the same voice she used for Pony Club seminars. 


D-level Pony Club seminars. 


The ones for eight-year-olds, who were literally riding ponies.


“Do you know the jumping course?” the other woman asked, rather more sharply. Kathy Britton, respected owner and amateur rider, was tall and thin, with a drawn, boney face, and she had propped her elbow on her knee and her chin on her fist, from which one perfectly manicured thumb nail emerged, tapping at her other fingers. I was mesmerized by the cherry-red lacquer on the nail for a moment, gazing at it while I tried to understand what sort of horsewoman had the time to maintain nail polish and cuticles in our world of oils, acids, and solvents. The rich sort, with people to do her dirty work, that was what sort. Like the girls back at Osprey Ridge, the girls whose parents paid boarding and grooming and training fees to Laurie, who passed all the messiest jobs down to me, the working student. The serf of the riding stable. I narrowed my eyes at those fingernails. Imagine you judging me, I thought viciously. 


“Ms. Thornton?”


I tore my eyes away from her manicure and plastered a smile on my face. “Yes! Yes, I know the course.”


“Go right ahead,” Damon Knox said thinly. “Give us a circle and salute when you’re ready to start.”


Kathy sniffed and adjusted the bra strap peeking from her tank top.


I nodded and picked up the reins again, nudging Dynamo into wakefulness. He was sluggish as we moved off from the rail, and I gave the bit a jiggle in an attempt to bring his head up and get his attention back. But the air was thick and oppressive, weighing down on my shoulders, clogging up my tired lungs, and I could feel my own body rebelling against my demands as much as my horse was. He was lop-eared and low-headed as we trotted into the jumping arena, and as I turned him towards the first warm-up fence, a low vertical fence of a single pole, his gait stuttered a little, as if he couldn’t quite believe what I was asking of him.


I couldn’t quite believe it myself. 


But we’d been set up for failure, and all the rage and resentment and ambition boiled up in me, and I bit down on my lip and swung my right leg, the one that the committee couldn’t see, jabbing my horse hard in the ribcage with the blunt tip of one gleaming little spur. It couldn’t have hurt, but it must have been a surprise.


Dynamo lurched forward, breaking into a canter twenty feet before the fence, and sprang over the jump with the fluidity and power that had always marked his jumping. As a jumper, at least, the horse was a natural, and after he had learned to carry himself efficiently in the dressage, the extra spring in his step and thrust in his hindquarters had earned him at least another two feet of jumping ability. 


I let him canter in a big circle and then brought him back to the other fence, a big square oxer. He pricked his ears and rounded his back, looking at the fence with a hint of a spook in his step. “Are you kidding?” I hissed, and gave him another jab with my hidden leg, sending him forward in a crooked leap. 


Dynamo straightened a stride out and launched himself over the fence, and I closed my legs and huddled over his wet neck, my hands on the crest of his mane, my chin close over them. I always did have a dramatic jumping style, born of learning to jump on the dregs of the local stock auctions, whatever little beast Laurie brought home for two hundred dollars or less. Those horses either didn’t know how to jump yet and threw themselves at jumps with gusto, or they already knew they didn’t like jumping and threw themselves away from the jumps with equal gusto. Either way, I learned to get out of the saddle and clutch mane for dear life. I’d never have made it as a pretty girl posing in the hunter show arena, but in the jumper ring, getting over the fence is all that matters. How it looks is of no consequence.


Dynamo took a slight misstep upon landing, the rhythm of his stride in doubt for a split second—which can be a long time when you are perched atop an airborne horse—before he managed to catch himself, rebalance, and carry on. I sat still, poised just above his withers, with my weight deep in my heels, lodged in irons hanging tautly from the stirrup leathers, all one hundred and thirty pounds of me dangling from the two steel bars in the center of the saddle, allowing him the freedom of his back so that he could help himself.


I hoped the judges were getting all this. It wasn’t about the horse, after all, it was about how I got the horse around the course. This audition was all about me. And why I deserved more good horses. Better horses (sorry, Dynamo!). 


We made one more sweeping turn around the top of the jumping arena before I turned him back for another warm-up fence, where I was hopeful that I wouldn’t have to poke him with a steel spur to convince him that he needed to jump. I needed him to regain some of his usual pizazz and enjoy his job. “I know it’s hot, baby,” I told him, and his ears flicked back languidly to listen to my voice. “But we really only have to be out here for another ten minutes or so. Help me out here.” 


His strides did not increase in strength, but the tempo remained even. I kept my legs tight against his sides and tried to help him as best I could.


He was the best horse, a great horse—he always tried for me. Even when the air was too wet to breathe and his skin was too soaked to let him cool, even when his nostrils were extended to their red-rimmed utmost, even when his flesh was searing hot to the touch, he gathered his hindquarters beneath his body and shoved himself on, stride after stride, with the bounce and grace of a puma.


I glanced to my right as we cantered along the rail, and found myself eye to eye with Peter Morrison, who was watching us from about fifty feet away, his wet mare grazing beneath an oak tree. He raised a hand and nodded, giving me a thumbs-up, and as I turned my eyes back to find the path to the next fence, I felt a resurgence of anger wash through me. Spoiled rich white American male, spying on me while his good mare dried out after their audition, their full audition, while I would get only a third of the judges’ time and attention. What was the point, what was the point of any of it? He was going to win, Damon Knox probably hadn’t seen anyone else’s name after he ran his finger down the list of finalists and saw the word Peter. 


I shook my head, regardless of how odd it must have looked to the judges. I wouldn’t let him win. I put down my hands and waited for the fence ahead.


Dynamo took the tall vertical in perfect balance, his breath shuddering from his lungs in a great fluttering snort as his hooves connected with the ground again, and I immediately reined him up in a dancing halt, dropped my right hand to my thigh, and nodded a salute to the judges on the picnic table. They nodded back, and I brought back my right calf, touching Dynamo slightly with the tip of my steel spur, and he bounced forward into a bright, eager canter. The jumping had gotten him keyed up despite the heat. 


And me, too. This was a second wind: this suddenly high, heady feeling, drunk with delight and passion and driving will all at once, to feel myself one with my horse, rocking back and forth with his swinging stride, my eyes tingling with the sharpness of salt dripping from my forehead. There was a sudden burst of wind from the recalcitrant rain cloud, the reluctant storm that had hovered so tantalizingly nearby all afternoon, a hot wind like the gust from a convection oven, like the desert of Dynamo’s forebears, and as we drove towards the first fence, a confection of saw-sculpted wooden flowers holding up a four-foot-high series of pink and yellow poles, the whole heavy structure seemed to be wobbling before my eyes.


Not just mine; Dynamo’s ears pricked and suddenly seemed to be directly under my chin as he leaned back in alarm, raising his head higher to get a good look at the mysteriously moving fence. Despite course designers’ continued efforts to make fences look more and more outlandish and alarming, there is one unwritten rule: jumps don’t move. Horses have no tolerance for machination. 


Dynamo’s strides faltered; I sat down in the saddle and pushed, hard, with my seat, forcing him to match my own motion and keep moving forward. Horses’ bodies mirror our own; pelvis to pelvis, chin to chin, elbow to elbow, our weaknesses become theirs and our determination dictates their decisions.


And that is what happened.


Dynamo plowed forward despite his misgivings, right up to the very base of the fence, and then gathered himself up and launched upwards. His hind hooves had not yet left the ground when the second gust of wind came bursting out of the cloud, my very own little black rain cloud which had followed me since birth, waiting for this very moment, and mowed down the pretty wooden flowers and sent scattering the pink and yellow poles. One pole caught Dynamo in his perfectly even knees, aborting his flight, sending him downwards face-first. One standard of wooden flowers crashed into my left leg before sliding down my polished boot and across Dynamo’s ribs. A blossoming red rose appeared on the bleached white of the saddle pad, dark and oxygen-starved, as the wooden flowers splintered on his side.


Did Dynamo flip over because his head hit the ground and broke his momentum? Or did he stumble as his hind hooves tried to gain purchase on the rolling poles beneath them, like scrabbling on steel rollers, sending his hindquarters up into the air? Whatever caused it, he was up before I was, tripping and falling and lurching, dripping blood from a dozen abrasions caused by shattered poles and fragments of flowers. I lay where I’d fallen, face in the dirt, clay in my mouth, mane between my fingers, tears in my eyes, until Peter Morrison was on his knees at my side.
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