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To the Eventers: without your encouragement I wouldn’t have tried, and
without your support, I wouldn’t have succeeded.



part 1
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chapteri

DAN likes the routine of the job, the rhythm of it all. He likes knowing
that the horses expect to be fed at six, two, and eight o’clock, and will try
to kick their stalls down if their expectations aren’t met. He likes it that
every piece of equipment in the barn has a home, and every piece of tack
has its own hook or rack to rest on. And he likes the riding, the “warm up,
work, take a break, work, cool down” pattern. It lets him turn his brain off
a little, lets him stop thinking and just work on doing. On being.

So he’s not exactly welcoming when something happens to break the
rhythm. Molly and Karl both know this and generally try to shield him
from intrusions. Not because he’s a prima donna, just because they’re
caring people—caring people who don’t like it when their head trainer
yells at prospective buyers.

They try, but they don’t always try hard enough, Dan realizes as he
sees Molly waving at him from outside the ring. He sighs and brings
Chaucer to a walk. They were just getting somewhere, too, with the big
gelding finally seeming to realize that his nose doesn’t need to go up to the
sky every time he’s asked to change paces. As a final reminder, Dan asks
Chaucer to trot on the way over to Molly, and then go back down to the
walk. Both times Chaucer’s nose stays where it should be, so Dan gives
him a congratulatory slap on the neck and lets him have his head.

Molly is strong and athletic but middle-aged, and Dan isn’t used to
seeing her jitter around like a teenager. “The California people are early.
Robyn’s getting Monty in from the paddock, but he’s filthy, of course. We
need you to help her get him polished up.”

Dan doesn’t like the sound of that. “If they can’t see through a little
mud, they don’t deserve Monty.”

Molly’s excitement turns to frustration pretty quickly. “When you’re
in charge of the bills around here, you can tell me who deserves what
horse. Until then, we need to make a sale, and it’s the horse that’s being
looked at, not the buyers.” She turns and heads toward the barn but then
stops and comes back a few steps. “You behave yourself. These people
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have more money than God—they could buy and sell this whole place
with their pocket change.” She looks like she might have more to say, but
a group of people is coming out of the barn, so she puts her happy face
back on and walks over to meet them.

Dan takes Chaucer out of the ring on the far side and avoids the
crowd. The gelding is hot from the exercise, and Dan doesn’t want to
make him stand still in the cool spring breeze. When they reach the door
of the barn, he jumps out of the saddle and quickly untacks the horse, then
throws a cooler on him. The light blanket will be enough to keep the
animal from catching a chill, but Dan still wants to find a way to cool him
down properly. The barn’s hot-walker broke down several weeks earlier
and has still not been repaired. Dan spares a moment to wonder just how
important this sale is. Molly’s right; Dan has nothing to do with the
finances of the place, so he doesn’t really know the state of things. There
never seems to be enough money, but that’s always been the case. Have
things gotten worse than usual? Dan forces his mind away from thinking
about the likely cause of any financial woes. He’s at work—not the place
to get maudlin.

Monty is already in the crossties, with Robyn working away at him
furiously with the curry comb. The Hanoverian hasn’t lost all of his winter
coat yet, so despite being clipped short, he’s shedding hair as well as mud.
Dan has to admit it to himself: the horse is a mess, and Robyn could use
some help. He runs a hand down Chaucer’s chest, feels the heat and sweat
still pouring off him.

“I can walk him, if you need.” The offer comes from behind them,
and when Dan turns to look, he sees only a dark shape silhouetted against
the bright sunshine outside. The shape moves forward and becomes a man,
maybe forty or so, a decade older than Dan, his dark brown hair just
starting to gray in the stubble around his mouth. “Jeff Stevens,” the man
says, sticking his hand out for shaking. “We’ve met, but only briefly.”

Dan searches his memory. He really doesn’t think he’d have
forgotten meeting this guy. He’s got a great face: lines creased in all the
right places, warm, intelligent eyes, and from what Dan can see of the
body, the guy might be a bit older but he definitely takes care of himself.
And he’s dressed for riding, so Dan expects the muscles are from working,
not from the gym.

Jeff seems to realize that Dan can’t remember him, and prompts,
“Rolex, two years ago. You were a little... preoccupied.” His smile is
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gentle. “I know you must’ve heard it a million times, but... I'm really
sorry. About last year, I mean.”

Dan nods automatically. The guy’s right. He has heard it a million
times, but it doesn’t seem to have lost much potency in repetition.

Jeff obviously realizes that a subject change would be appreciated.
“I'm the trainer for the Kaminskis—the folks in from California. We’re a
bit early, I know. Didn’t mean to catch you all unprepared. So, like I said,
if you have something you need to be doing, I can walk this one.”

Dan mutely passes Chaucer’s lead rope to the other man, and then
turns toward Monty. He wouldn’t usually trust a stranger with his horse,
but somehow this feels okay. “Thanks,” he mutters belatedly, and Jeff
smiles easily as he turns Chaucer and leads him back outside. Dan grabs a
curry comb and gets to work on Monty’s off side.

It’s a good thing there are two of them working, because it’s only a
few minutes before he hears Karl and Molly coming into the barn, their
tag-team sales technique in full force.

“Oh, there he is!” Molly coos, as though she’d had no idea that
Monty was being groomed. Dan grabs a clean rag and passes it to Robyn,
who quickly mists it with show sheen and runs it over Monty’s lean body.
He dances a little at the sound of the spray, but isn’t really spooked. He’s
used to being fussed over and takes it as his due.

Molly is walking next to a girl who is clearly going through her
awkward phase, all angles and braces and shyness. Maybe fifteen, Dan
guesses. Prime horse-crazy age, but she doesn’t look strong enough for a
mount like Monty. The guy with her, on the other hand.... Dan lets himself
take an appreciative look before bringing his mind back to business. The
guy would be a great match for Monty. They’re both tall and well-
muscled. Dan wonders if the guy bucks when he gets excited, and then has
to call his mind back to work again.

The little group draws closer. “I’'m sorry he’s not looking better,”
Molly apologizes to the girl. “He was outside this morning, and, well, you
know how boys are in the mud!”

Robyn looks a little offended. She’d practically performed a miracle
on the horse, given the time she’d had, and it must sting to hear Molly
dismiss her efforts. Dan catches her eye and shakes his head minutely. It’s
just a sales ploy, making it seem as though Monty is usually even better
looking.
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Molly is encouraging the girl to get closer to Monty, supplying a
chunk of carrot to feed him. Dan swallows a sigh. Apparently the girl is
the prospective rider after all. He hopes they have sense enough to find
another horse.

Karl nods his head at Dan, indicating that he should join Karl and the
tall guy farther up the barn aisle. Dan looks at Robyn and says, “Their
trainer is walking Chaucer for me. Do you think you could go take over,
send the trainer back in?”” She nods and heads toward the barn door as Dan
walks over to Karl.

“Mr. Kaminski, this is Daniel Wheeler. He’s been riding Monty
lately.” Now it’s Dan’s turn to feel a bit slighted. He’s been Monty’s
trainer for almost five years, since the gelding was first introduced to the
saddle. Everything the horse knows, Dan taught him, and Monty knows a
lot. So why is Karl making it sound like Dan is some stable rat begging for
rides? He guesses it’s another sales technique, but can’t really figure out
what the point of it is—other than to remind Dan of his place.

Kaminski smiles warmly and holds out a hand to shake, and Dan
catches himself before he takes it, and holds up his own hands to show
how they’re covered in mud and horse hair. The guy is dressed casually,
but he looks put together. Dan doesn’t want to get blamed for mussing him
up.

“Oh, that’s fine, man; I don’t mind getting my hands dirty!”
Kaminski leans in a little. “And my name’s Evan.” He grabs Dan’s right
hand and gives it a few vigorous shakes, then looks over Dan’s shoulder.
“What do you think, Tat?” he asks. She beams back at him, and he laughs
happily. When they’re smiling, it’s easy to see that they’re related, both of
them grinning so wide that their hazel eyes are almost invisible. “Looks
like she likes him. Where’s Jeff? We should get his opinion.”

Dan turns to look in the direction Jeff should be coming from, and he
appears as if by magic. He walks easily and confidently, taking a few steps
to the side in order to look at Monty from directly behind, then continuing
closer. He glances over for permission to approach the horse, and Dan
feels a small satisfaction that he’s the one Jeff looks at, not Karl. Karl
takes over, though, apparently deciding that Evan is just along to sign the
check, and that Jeff is the one who needs to be persuaded.

Karl moves toward the horse, waving his hand at Jeff. “Please, be
my guest! Look him over, and then we’ll tack him up, and we can show
you what the big guy is capable of.”
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Karl continues with a stream of positive statements about the horse,
and Dan finds himself agreeing with most of them. Monty really is
exceptional, and Dan will be sorry to see him go. But he’ll be more than
sorry if he goes to a girl who won’t be able to handle him, and who could
get hurt by the huge animal.

Dan wonders whether he should say something to Evan, and glances
over to see the other man watching him closely.

“He’s a beautiful horse,” Evan starts. “My sister, Tat... well, Tatiana,
but ‘Tatiana’ doesn’t rhyme with ‘brat’, so it doesn’t seem so appropriate.”
Evan smiles to make it clear that he’s joking, and Dan sees a couple
dimples appear in the otherwise lean face. “Anyway, Tat’s been wanting
an eventer, and we saw the video of this guy, and it’s like she fell in love!”

Dan nods warily, and then Molly is gesturing to him. “Dan, let’s get
him tacked up. They need to see him at work.”

Dan isn’t used to the almost manic energy Molly’s projecting today.
Monty is a valuable horse, Dan knows, and selling him would certainly be
a help for the barn’s finances, but usually Karl and Molly are a bit more
laid back about things. They try to sell the horses, of course, but they
aren’t generally so frantic about it.

Dan gets Monty’s dressage saddle and bridle. Might as well start
slow—if the kid gets scared working on the flat, there’s no point in
wasting time with jumping.

Dan puts the tack on under Jeff’s scrutiny, and finds himself
appreciating the other man’s attitude. Lots of people forget about a horse’s
ground manners, think it’s only what happens under saddle that matters.
As the one who worked so hard to train Monty to behave in crossties, Dan
is gratified to see that someone appreciates his efforts. He has a slightly
unsettling moment when he turns away from the horse to see Jeff looking
not at Monty but at Dan himself, with an assessing expression similar to
the one Evan had worn earlier. But Monty is ready, so Dan takes the reins
over his head and looks to Karl.

Molly starts instead. “Okay, let’s go out to the ring, and we can see
how beautifully he moves!” She herds the visitors in front of her, and Dan
falls in behind, leading Monty. Jeff watches over his shoulder for a few
steps, apparently making sure that Monty’s good manners continue once
he’s being led, and then he turns and focuses on where he’s going.

Once in the ring, Dan gives the tack a final check and mounts up. He
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goes through the basic warm ups, getting Monty relaxed and ready to
work, and then takes him through more advanced moves, essentially
duplicating a standard dressage test. Monty is a bit shaky on his counter-
canter, but he gets it eventually. Dan makes a note to work on that in their
next training ride, and then wonders if there will be one, or if Monty will
be leaving the barn before they get a chance.

Dan brings Monty to a halt next to the spectators. “Did you want to
see anything in particular?” He addresses the question to the whole group,
but he’s really talking to Jeff. When Jeff shakes his head, Dan swings
down off the horse and holds the reins out, about halfway between Jeff
and Tatiana. They’re both dressed for riding, and realistically, they both
need to be able to get along with Monty.

Jeff nods at Tatiana and puts a hand on her shoulder. “Come on, let’s
give him a spin.” They duck through the fence and walk out into the ring,
heading for the mounting block. Dan leads Monty over to meet them.
There’s a moment to adjust stirrup lengths and re-check the girth, and then
Dan stands at Monty’s head while the girl climbs on. She’s light and
graceful, and settles into the saddle naturally, so Dan hopes the ride won’t
be a complete disaster.

The horse and rider head out to the rail, and Jeff moves toward the
center of the ring. Dan moves toward the fence, but Jeff calls to him.
“Dan, can you stick around? Let me know if there’s any tricks we should
be using?”

Dan obediently follows Jeff. The older man is watching the horse
and rider carefully, and calls out a few suggestions to Tat. He has her work
through a dressage test similar to the one Dan had done earlier, leaving out
a few of the more advanced skills. Finally, he calls to her, “Okay, your
turn, try out anything you want to have another look at.” Then he half
turns to Dan, saying, “Okay, now—what do you think, really?”

Dan is torn, so he tries to be neutral. “She’s a good rider. They’re a
good match for dressage. For jumping—we’ll need to wait and see, |
guess.”

“Is he going to be too much for her?”

Dan can’t bring himself to lie. “I don’t know. Probably. He’s got a lot
of heart, you know? And he loves to jump. He needs a pretty firm rider to
keep him under control.” Dan rubs his neck. “It’s what makes him such a
great eventer; he’s totally fearless, full of enthusiasm.” Dan doesn’t think
he needs to explain how that attitude could pose a bit of problem for
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someone as slight and inexperienced as Tatiana.

Karl has come out in time to hear the last of that. “Fearless and
enthusiastic, that’s our boy!”

Jeff smiles politely, but he obviously has doubts of his own. Karl
sends Dan into the barn for Monty’s jumping tack. When Dan returns, Jeff
has Monty’s saddle off, and they trade burdens so Jeff can have a chance
to try saddling Monty. The horse is as good as Dan would expect, and they
quickly trade bridles as well. Dan sometimes jumps Monty in just a
snaffle, but he thinks Tatiana will need all the help she can get.

They take Monty to the grass ring for jumping, and as soon as
they’re out from behind the dressage ring fence, Monty starts dancing.
Dan is leading him, and has no trouble maintaining control, but he’s not
sorry to see the horse act up a little. It’s only fair for the buyers to know
what they’re getting. Monty’s a sweetheart, but he’s also a handful.

When they get to the grass ring, Karl gives Dan a leg up, and Dan
takes Monty through his paces. They work up in size, and Dan is pleased
with how cleanly Monty is jumping, and how little effort he seems to be
putting in. But he can’t deny that the horse is getting a bit worked up, and
he only feels a little guilty when he doesn’t do much to calm him. If
Tatiana gets a healthy scare over these jumps, there’s less chance of her
really getting hurt by trying to ride Monty cross-country, a setting where
even Dan has to work hard to control the gelding.

Monty settles well enough for a rider swap, though, and again Jeff
asks Dan to accompany him to the middle of the ring while Tatiana rides.
This time, Karl comes with them.

Tatiana and Monty take a couple low jumps without much trouble,
but Dan can see the horse starting to get a little frustrated. “She needs to
loosen up a bit,” he tells Jeff. “I usually ride him pretty soft when we’re
jumping—he knows what to do, she needs to guide him, not order him.”
Jeff nods and passes the suggestion along, but there’s not much evidence
of a response.

“She’s nervous,” Jeff says.

Dan nods. “Monty’s sensitive enough to pick up on that. He needs a
confident rider.”

Karl jumps in at that. “Well, obviously she’ll be a lot more confident
once she gets used to him! And at her own barn, without an audience....”

Jeff nods politely again, his eyes fixed on the horse and rider. “Circle
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him, Tat! He’s getting too flat, you need to bring him back a little.” Tat
complies, and Jeff calls, “Again! Circle him until he comes back under
you, until he listens!”

Dan murmurs, “Have her use her seat a bit more, her hands a bit
less,” and Jeff passes these instructions along as well. Eventually, Monty
settles enough that Tatiana is able to take him over a couple more jumps,
although he charges the second one so fast that only his athleticism allows
him to get them over cleanly.

Tatiana pulls him to a dancing, prancing halt in front of a group that
is not quite as enthusiastic as they were after the dressage riding. Evan
laughs and slaps the horse’s sweaty chest. “He gave you a bit of a wild
time, didn’t he?”

Tat grins, and Dan isn’t sure whether to be disappointed or impressed
that her enthusiasm seems undampened. “He’s fantastic, though! It was
like riding Pegasus, or something—so powerful!”

Dan can’t help liking the girl, but he sees Jeff’s serious expression
and hopes that the trainer has some influence over the young Kaminskis.
“That’s enough for today, I think,” Jeff says. “Let’s get out of everyone’s
hair and let them get back to their day, and we can come back tomorrow if
we need to.”

Karl and Molly hear the pending rejection in that suggestion, and
start trying to persuade Jeff to try Monty on the cross-country course. Dan
is surprised to realize that he already trusts Jeff to stay firm, and he leads
Monty a few steps away and adjusts the stirrups back to his length. He
doesn’t want the last thought in Monty’s head for the day to be that it’s fun
to ignore his rider, so Dan needs to take him over a couple jumps.

Jeff is fielding the comments from Karl and Molly, and Evan
wanders over to Monty and Dan. “He’s a really beautiful animal,” Evan
says, and Dan is happy to hear a slight wistfulness in the other man’s tone.
Maybe Evan isn’t totally clueless about the situation.

“He is. He’s a supercharged sports car of a horse.”

Evan bends a little, his hazel eyes catching Dan’s and holding them.
“And a supercharged sports car isn’t a good car for a fifteen-year-old, is
that what you’re saying?”

Dan shrugs. “I’'m saying you should listen to your trainer. I don’t
think he’ll steer you wrong.” He pulls the stirrup leather back into place.
“And, Evan....” He pauses. “We have a lot of great horses here. You
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should have a look at Sunshine—she’s almost as scopey as Monty, but a
little less....”

“Supercharged?”
Dan grins. “Yeah, that.”

Evan smiles back, and reaches out to shake Dan’s hand again.
“Thanks for the advice, Dan. I appreciate it.” Then somehow the
atmosphere changes a little. Evan is still smiling, but there’s a bit of a
strange edge to it as he continues. “It was really nice to meet you.” Evan is
still holding his hand, but not shaking it anymore. He releases it as soon as
Dan starts to pull it away, and steps back as Dan nods and pulls himself up
onto Monty.

As Dan takes the horse over a couple easy jumps, he tries to keep his
mind on his job, not on whatever just passed between him and the
handsome Californian. By the time he’s over the third jump, the visitors
are out of sight on their way back the barn, and Dan is able to focus on
what he should be doing.

After he gets Monty listening to him, Dan cools the horse off and
heads into the barn. He’d been about to have lunch when the Kaminskis
arrived, so he’s starving. But Karl and Molly are waiting for him by
Monty’s stall, and he has a feeling it could be a while before he gets any
food.

He turns the horse in and takes his halter off, then slides the door
shut and turns to look at his employers. Karl speaks first, his anger clear.
“What did you say to them, exactly?”

Dan doesn’t really appreciate being put on the defensive. “When? 1
didn’t spend any time with them that you weren’t right there.”

Molly takes over. “When you talked to Jeff, or when Evan got you
alone. Did you tell them not to buy Monty?”

Dan just shakes his head. “Come on, guys, do you really think they
need to be told that? Jeff’s obviously got a good eye. He could tell that
Monty was taking over! And that was just going over a few arena jumps,
not even a cross-country course.” He turns and hangs Monty’s halter on
the stall door. “If they decided not to buy him, it’s because they could tell
he’s too much horse for the kid, not because I told them not to.”

Molly doesn’t look convinced. “Oh, and you don’t think they could
tell what you thought? You don’t think that your bad attitude came through
clearly?” She glances at Karl before continuing. “Really, Dan, you should
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know why we need extra money! I just can’t understand why you would
sabotage us like this... you, of all people!”

Dan doesn’t appreciate the attempted guilt trip. “Me of all people?
You mean because I’ve only been getting every third paycheck for the last
year? Or because I'’ve been working overtime without claiming for it,
trying to get these horses into the best condition they can be in for your
buyers? Is that why I should be aware of how much you need money?” He
looks at the couple before him, whom he’d been encouraged to think of as
parents. “You know what / can’t understand? I can’t understand why the
two of you wouldn’t see a problem with letting a kid risk her life on a
horse she can’t control.” He backs away from them, and his voice twists in
bitter mimicry. “You, of all people!” Then he turns and strides angrily out
of the barn. He’s worked every single day for almost three weeks; he’s
going to take the afternoon off.
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chapter 2

DAN lives in an apartment above the barn, so his storming out isn’t all
that satisfying. He really just wants to sit on the couch, have a few drinks,
and sulk a little, but he isn’t feeling quite churlish enough to be able to do
that if he knows that Karl and Molly are right downstairs working away
without him. So instead of going home, he climbs into his battered pickup
and heads over to Chris’s place. Chris will be at work, but Dan knows
where the Hide-A-Key is, and he knows he’s got a change of clothes over
there. This isn’t the first time Dan has wanted to hide out from Karl and
Molly, although it is the first time he’s been so angry about it.

By the time Dan gets to Chris’s, it’s already mid-afternoon. He
rummages around in the fridge and takes a slice of pizza and a beer into
the shower with him. Well, he leaves the pizza on the bathroom counter,
but the beer goes right in. One of the best things about Chris’s house is the
window in the tub enclosure, with its wide sill, just right for holding a
drink.

Getting clean calms Dan down a little, and once he’s out of the
shower he calls Chris at work. Chris is an up-and-coming young lawyer at
the biggest firm in Louisville. Dan’s understanding of these things is that
Chris should be slaving away day and night, but somehow the man always
seems more than ready to take off work early. This day is no exception,
and he agrees to meet Dan at JP’s in half an hour. Dan wishes he could
afford to go someplace else, but he works a couple shifts a week
bartending at JP’s, and he can usually get a substantial discount when he
goes in on off hours. Chris could probably afford to go to any restaurant in
the city, but he knows enough about Dan’s financial situation not to
suggest a change—and enough about Dan’s pride not to suggest that Chris
pay for both of them.

So, JP’s it is. Dan pulls jeans and a black T-shirt out of the duffel bag
in Chris’s closet, and reflects that it’s just as well they’re going somewhere
casual. Kentucky may not be the Deep South, but it’s far enough down
that people believe in dressing for the occasion. And Dan is going to be
dressed for a neighborhood bar, not a fancy restaurant. A quick look in the
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bathroom mirror confirms that, as usual, he could use a shave. He has fair
skin and green eyes, and his hair is dark brown, so when he’s got stubble,
it makes his eyes stand out—glow, practically. He used to think that
growing a beard would help make him look older, less vulnerable, but he’s
come to realize that for him, the opposite is true. Still, he can’t be bothered
to shave. He’s just seeing Chris, after all.

He throws his riding clothes in Chris’s washing machine, hoping he
remembers to pull them out to go in the dryer when he gets back. It’s a
foregone conclusion that he’ll be sleeping in Chris’s spare room. He
definitely intends to drink enough to make driving a bad idea, and a cab
ride out to the barn would cost a week’s salary. Not that he sees his salary
most weeks, he reminds himself. But the anger’s gone, and he’s left
mostly with a sense of confusion. He knows things are tight for Molly and
Karl, but are things really so bad that they’re willing to risk their
reputations or even a kid’s life?

He decides to walk to the bar. It’s not that far, and it’s a nice
afternoon. Besides, things will be easier the next day if his truck is already
at Chris’s place. He arrives just as Chris pulls into the parking lot, and he
waits at the door for his friend. Chris is driving his brand new truck, and
Dan suppresses a little twist of jealousy. Just one more thing Dan’s career
choices don’t pay for.

Chris nods as he gets out of the truck. “Hi, Danielle.”
“Christine, you’re here.”

Chris grins. “I’ve been calling you Danielle for five years, and this is
the first time it occurred to you that I have a girl’s name too?”

Dan shrugs nonchalantly. “I was saving it for when the time was
right. And somehow, just now... it felt right.”

Chris just nods. “Well, in honor of the auspicious occasion—you can
buy the first round.”

They go inside, and Dan waves to the bartender and waitress. Chris
is here often enough that he knows most of the staff almost as well as Dan
does. They find a table near the back, and the waitress brings their drinks
without waiting for them to order. “Are you guys gonna be eating too?”

“Yeah, probably. But not for a while.”

The waitress nods and heads off to another table, and Chris and Dan
sit back with their drinks. They’ve each got a beer and a glass of Wild
Turkey. Dan looks at his glass thoughtfully, while Chris watches.
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“Trying to decide what kind of night it’s going to be?” Chris asks.
“Shoot it or sip it?”

“Yeah.” Dan regretfully picks the glass up and takes a sip. “I got
stuff to deal with tomorrow. Better take it easy.”

Chris looks a little interested, although he’s also paying a good bit of
attention to a blonde in a halter top over by the bar. “Dealing with stuff,
huh? Anything I should know about?”

Dan shakes his head. There’s no point in dragging Chris into things.
Chris grew up across the road from Karl and Molly, so he might have
some insight, but he might also have divided loyalties. Besides, Dan
wanted to get away from the barn to clear his head, not to dwell on things.
He asks about Chris’s family, instead, and gets updated on all the goings-
on of the Foster clan. The conversation flows easily, more drinks come,
and food is eventually ordered and eaten.

There’s a bit of a pause in conversation during the meal, but as Dan
is mopping up the last of the gravy with a French fry, Chris breaks the
silence with, “So, Danny—what are your feelings on threesomes?”

Dan takes a moment to carefully swallow his fry, and washes it down
with some beer. “Just to be clear, are you one of the three?”

Chris grins and shakes his head. “You wish, sweetheart.” He nods
somewhat discreetly over Dan’s shoulder. “There’s a couple over there,
about your four o’clock, both guys, and they’ve been eying you up since
they got here.”

Dan shakes his head. They’ve been through this a few times before.
Chris seems to think that he can give Dan permission to start dating again,
or at least to start having sex. Dan has tried to convince him that Chris
doesn’t really have that authority, but he hasn’t shown any interest in
Dan’s opinion on the matter.

“I'm just saying, man. If I were that way inclined, I would be
inclining all over these two. One of them’s kinda grizzled looking, in what
I imagine might be a sexy sort of way, and the other is fucking built. Tall,
like I know you like ’em....” Chris stops, apparently realizing that the last
comment might be a bit over the line.

Dan is too preoccupied by Chris’s description to be upset by the
reference. He frowns, and turns to look over his shoulder, then turns back
to his friend.

“Chris, you idiot, they’re not checking me out. They know me. They
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were looking at a horse today.” Dan cocks his head. “And what makes you
think they’re a couple?”

“What, if they know you, they can’t check you out? The two aren’t
mutually exclusive, you know.” Chris shakes his head in mock dismay at
his friend’s lack of self-esteem. “And, trust me—they’re a couple. You
know my gaydar’s better than yours, so don’t even try to argue.”

Dan has to admit that Chris is right about their gaydar. Dan’s is
terrible, and Chris’s is shockingly good for an alleged heterosexual.
“Don’t feel bad, baby,” Chris continues. “It’s just because you’re so
pretty—you don’t have to seek out the boys, they all flock to you like bees
to a flower.” Chris smiles beatifically, and then his grin turns wicked.
“And they’re checking you out again. I swear, the younger one just licked
his chops!”

“Jesus, Chris, keep it down! I might have to deal with them again
sometime, you know!”

Chris leans back triumphantly in his chair. ““You might have to deal
with them right now. They’re coming over.”

Dan groans. If Chris hadn’t started all this, it would be a perfectly
natural, casual meeting between acquaintances. With Chris’s wild
speculation playing through his head, though, Dan knows he’s going to
feel awkward. And then he’s going to try to act natural, and that will make
him feel more awkward, and the whole thing will just turn into a
nightmare for Dan, and an endless source of amusement for Chris.

Chris’s eyes shift from Dan to the new arrivals, and Dan turns to
acknowledge them.

“Dan, hey. We thought it was you,” Evan starts almost shyly.

Dan doesn’t really understand that comment. They were twenty feet
away—are they both so shortsighted they can’t recognize someone from
twenty feet? Or was it meant to be an insult, based on him not being
memorable? But that doesn’t make sense—they’d both been totally
pleasant that afternoon, and even if they didn’t like him they didn’t seem
like the kind of assholes who’d walk across the room to make their disdain
clear.

Apparently Dan’s rumination has gone on a little too long, because
Jeff and Evan are looking at him somewhat strangely as Chris leans across
the table with his hand outstretched. “I’'m Chris. Sorry about Dan, he’s...
drunk? Or just socially awkward. Possibly a little of both.”
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Dan rolls his eyes. “Sorry, yeah. I'm not all here.” He pulls himself
together. “You’re out without your sister?” he asks Evan.

“Yeah, well... I’'m not her favorite person right now.” Evan makes a
face.

“You told her no on Monty, then?”” Dan looks from Evan to Jeff, who
nods.

“Yeah. And I wanted to thank you for that.” Evan smiles. “I can be a
bit bullheaded, and I didn’t want to just take Jeff’s word for it. So it was
helpful to have a second opinion to back him up.” Evan looks tentatively
at Dan. “He reminded me... well, he made it clear how dangerous
eventing can be.”

Dan really doesn’t want the conversation to go in that direction.
“Well, I hope you give some of the other horses some thought. Like I said,
Sunshine would be great, I think. She’s a Hanoverian, too, so she’s a
similar type, but she’s a bit less headstrong. She’s not quite as athletic as
Monty, but I don’t think that should matter, at Tatiana’s level.”

Jeff nods. “Yeah, we called out this evening and arranged to see her
tomorrow. If Tat’s done sulking by then.”

Evan grimaces. “It’s too bad Karl and Molly built Monty up so
much. I mean, they’ve got Tatiana thinking that she and that horse are soul
mates or something.” Evan shakes his head. “It’s frustrating, really. I
mean, [’ve met so many great people around horses, and then something
like that comes up, where they clearly know it’s not suitable and push it
anyway....”

Dan breaks in. “Well, it was a judgment call. We can disagree with
them without thinking they’re evil or something.” He might not be too
happy with his employers, but he can’t just sit around and listen to
someone run them down.

Evan looks abashed. “No, of course. You’re right.” He grins
apologetically. “See, like I said, I can be bullheaded.”

Jeff puts a gentle hand on Evan’s neck and shakes him ever so
slightly. Even Dan doesn’t miss the way Evan leans into the touch, and
Chris looks like he wants to do a victory dance. Dan doesn’t look forward
to the gaydar-bragging that is sure to follow.

“Well, anyway, we’ll let you get back to your evening. I just wanted
to thank you again for helping us out today.” Evan smiles sincerely before
continuing. “Tatiana may not thank you, but—"
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“She’ll be grateful when she’s calmed down a little,” Jeff breaks in,
“and when she’s riding a horse that she can control properly.”

Dan nods. “Well, I hope it works out. And I guess I'll see you
tomorrow, if you’re going out to the barn again.”

The two say goodbye to Chris and head for the door. After they
leave, there’s a pause, and Dan braces himself.

“Well, they seem nice,” Chris starts. It’s innocuous enough, but Dan
knows there’s more coming. “Yeah, a really nice couple. Really, one of the
nicest gay couples I’ve met in a while.” Dan starts laughing. “And you
know what, Dan? If I was right about them being gay, which, for the
record, I was....” Chris nods proudly before continuing. “If I was right
about that, then you should admit that I was also right about the other
part... they were totally checking you out!”

Dan just laughs and shakes his head at Chris. Reality has never been
much of a factor in Chris’s decision making process, Dan knows, and
sometimes there’s just no point in arguing with him. “Yeah, okay, ‘me,
Jeff, and Evan, sitting in a tree....””

Chris claps his hands triumphantly. “That’s right, baby!” Then a
more serious expression comes across his face. “But, in a tree? Really? I
mean, I’m not an expert on the gay sex thing, but I think the first time at
least you should be on the ground....” And the evening continues on as
expected.
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chapter s

AS HE’D planned, Dan spends the night in Chris’s guest room. Robyn is
responsible for the feeding and day-to-day chores at the farm, so
technically he can sleep in a little if he wants, but he finds himself waking
with the sun out of habit. He has a quick shower and some leftover
Chinese for breakfast—it tastes even better reheated than it had the night
before when they’d ordered it. Dan pulls his work clothes out of the dryer
and gets dressed, then heads out the door. Chris is still sleeping.

Dan isn’t really looking forward to running into Karl and Molly, so
he’s relieved that they are nowhere to be found when he gets to the barn.
It’s peaceful there in the early morning, just the sound of horses happily
munching their hay. Calm eyes follow him as he walks down the aisle, and
when he stops at Monty’s stall, the big gelding puts his head over the door
in greeting, although he doesn’t stop chewing while he does it. He’s gotten
a piece of hay stuck in his forelock, and Dan pulls it out and playfully tries
to insert it in Monty’s mouth.

Robyn comes down the aisle with an armful of lead ropes, her red
curls already pulling out of the ponytail she’s trying to control them with.
“Admit it, Dan, you love that horse. You sabotaged the sale because you
want him for yourself.”

He knows Robyn is only joking, but it stings a little anyway. “What
is all this ‘sabotage’ stuff? If they want to sell Monty to an inexperienced
kid, they should find someone with a blind trainer.” Dan runs his hand
along Monty’s muscular neck. “Jeff wasn’t going to let the sale happen no
matter what I said.”

Robyn raises an eyebrow. “‘Jeft’, is it? You guys pretty close? And
what makes you think the buyers would listen to him anyway? We’ve seen
how well our bosses listen to you!”

“Well, I've got a feeling Jeff might have a few ways to convince
Evan to pay attention.” The words aren’t much, but Dan puts a suggestive
note in his voice, and Robyn picks up on it.

“Really? Does that mean what I think it means? And is it confirmed,
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or are you just guessing?”

Dan knows he shouldn’t be gossiping, but he’s worked with Robyn
long enough to know that she has no malicious intent—it’s just a way to
make her boring job a little more interesting. “Let’s call it an educated
guess,” he hints, and takes a couple lead ropes from her. “You taking the
big boys out first?” He checks to see which horses are done eating—they
always hang their heads over their stall doors as soon as they’re finished
with their meals, waiting to go outside.

Robyn looks like she would be shrieking if she didn’t know better
than to make a fuss around the horses. “Wait, wait... how educated are we
talking, here?” Dan just grins at her, and puts the halter on Monty. Robyn
stares at him. “You left early yesterday... your truck wasn’t here this
morning, so you didn’t spend last night at home....” She grabs his arm.
“Dan, please... just how educated is your guess?”

He laughs and shakes his head. He’s taken this far enough. “No, not
very educated. We just saw them in the bar last night, and they looked
pretty close.”

Robyn looks temporarily disappointed but then brightens. “Wait,
‘we’ were in the bar? Who were you with? Is there any gossip there?”

Dan slides the stall door open and runs the chain of the lead over
Monty’s nose. The gelding is usually well-behaved, but if he decides to act
up, Dan knows he’ll appreciate a little extra leverage. “Sorry, just Chris.
I’ve given you all I’ve got on the gossip front.” He stands aside and lets
Monty leave the stall, then starts toward the barn door.

Robyn isn’t put off for long. As Dan leads Monty outside, she
follows with another horse, and calls up to Dan. “But that’s pretty good
already, Dan! It’ll give me something to look for when they’re here!”

He opens the gate to the field and takes Monty inside. “Just don’t be
obvious about it. Karl and Molly are already pissed at me. I don’t need to
get blamed for ‘outing’ customers.”

“I’ll be good, I promise.”

Robyn brings her horse into the field and waits for Dan to shut the
gate before releasing him. Dan takes the halter off Monty and watches
fondly as the big horse takes a few springy trotting steps and then erupts in
a series of high-spirited bucks. Dan knows he did the right thing the day
before, so he doesn’t feel guilty about being glad that Monty is still at the
barn.
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He helps Robyn take the rest of the horses out, except for Sunshine
and a couple others that might be of interest to the Kaminskis. Karl and
Molly haven’t left him a note as they normally would, letting him know
about the buyers, but it’s a lot easier to leave a horse inside for an extra
hour or two than it is to catch one that doesn’t want to be caught. He also
keeps Chaucer in, and sets to work grooming him and tacking him up.
They’d done dressage the day before, so Dan puts his jumping saddle on
today.

He keeps an eye out for the Kaminskis as he works with Chaucer but
doesn’t see them. He also doesn’t see Karl or Molly, which is a bit
unusual. They’re both strong riders and do their fair share of work in the
barn. He hopes something else hasn’t gone wrong. Sunshine wouldn’t
bring nearly as much money as Monty would have, but at least it would be
something. He gets an unpleasant churning in his belly when it occurs to
him that they might be away because of a problem unrelated to the barn.
He’d checked his cell that morning, but if they were still angry from the
day before, maybe they wouldn’t want to tell him....

When he’s cooled Chaucer down and turned him out, Dan decides to
take a walk over toward the main house. It’s not that he’s looking for Karl
and Molly. Really, he’d be just as glad to avoid them for a while. But it’s a
little unnerving for them to not have left a note or anything.

He reaches the clump of trees that separates the house from the barn
area, and peers around. He can see their car in the driveway, with another
car and a truck parked behind it. He squints. The car looks like the rental
the Kaminskis had been driving yesterday, and the truck really looks like
Chris’s. He knows Chris handles the barn’s legal matters, but he wouldn’t
usually be involved in a simple horse purchase, and it doesn’t make any
sense for the Kaminskis to be buying without even trying Sunshine,
especially not after the failure with Monty.

Dan leans a little farther, and then catches himself. What’s he doing?
Whatever’s going on, he’s established that everyone is fine, so he really
has no excuse for further spying. He turns and heads back to the barn. He’s
frustrated about being kept out of the loop. If he hadn’t run into Jeff and
Evan the night before, he’d have no idea that buyers were expected that
day. And without knowing the situation, he can’t really make intelligent
decisions about what to work on.

Robyn is still cleaning stalls when he gets back to the barn, and
instead of figuring out which horse to ride next, he makes a snap decision.
“I’m going to get changed and take a long lunch, okay, Robyn?”
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“I thought you said the Kaminskis were coming?”

“Yeah, I thought so, but I don’t really know. Maybe they changed
their minds. Anyway, it’s Sunshine—Karl or Molly can ride her if they
need to.”

“Yeah, okay.” Robyn’s brow creases. “You know it’s, like, ten
o’clock, right? That’s a pretty early lunch.”

“I’m taking a drive. It’ll be almost lunch by the time I get there.”

Robyn nods understandingly. “Oh, okay.” Dan turns and heads up to
his apartment, and Robyn calls after him, “Say ‘hi’ for me!” Dan waves to
show that he heard but doesn’t turn around.

He gets changed into jeans and a button down and heads down the
stairs. There’s still no sign of anyone but Robyn, so Dan scrawls a note on
the chalkboard. Back around 2—D. It seems a little petty not to tell them
where he’s going, but he expects they can figure it out, or Robyn will fill
them in.

He pulls out of the long farm lane and heads for the highway. He
knows that he puts in plenty of hours at the barn, but he feels a bit guilty
all the same. Leaving early yesterday, taking a long lunch today—it feels
decadent. Then he thinks of where he’s going, and his guilt subsides.

The drive takes about an hour, and then he’s pulling into the
beautifully landscaped grounds that give the place its name.
“Willowbrook™ may sound like a cliché, but there’re a lot of willows and
at least one brook, so it’s hard to argue with. He finds a parking spot and
heads into the main building. He signs in at the desk, as usual, and heads
down the familiar hall. A couple of the nurses nod hello, and he smiles
back. He can’t imagine doing their jobs, dealing with all this every day.

When he reaches the door of the room, he pauses. He always needs a
moment to prepare himself. After a deep breath, he puts a smile on his face
and pushes the door open. He crosses the room to the bed and pulls up a
chair. “Hey, Justin. Sorry I missed a couple days—your parents were
having a bit of a fit, and I had to work some extra hours.”

Dan pauses and realizes that he’s waiting for a response. If Justin
ever did say anything, Dan would be so freaked out he’d probably run
screaming from the room, but it somehow just feels rude to assume that
the man won’t contribute to the conversation.

Dan reaches out and takes Justin’s hand. “And Robyn says ‘hi’.
She’s got a new boyfriend, I think, but she’s being pretty quiet about it—I
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wonder if that means she’s serious this time. And I went out with Chris
last night. Just JP’s, of course. I'm still working a couple shifts there.
Chris seems good. He won that case, the one with the tire factory. And his
sister’s having another baby, he said—I think they’re still trying for a
girl.” It feels strange to talk to Justin about new lives, so Dan changes the
subject.

“We had some buyers in for Monty. Were your parents here
yesterday? They might have already told you this.” Another pause for the
non-response, then Dan continues. “Anyway, Monty was really good.
Well, you know—he was Monty, but he was good on the flat, at least.”

Dan fills another ten minutes or so talking about horses, the
successes and failures of life as a trainer. Then he pulls out the sandwich
he’d picked up on the way. “None for you, man, sorry. This is from that
place on Limestone, where we went that time with Kelly and Phil? They
make good sandwiches, but, God, do you remember how nasty the soup
was?”

He eats quietly and then tidily bundles up the wrappings and puts
them in the trash. A nurse he hasn’t met before comes through the door
and stops when she sees him. “Oh, I'm sorry. I didn’t know anyone was in
here.”

Dan resists the urge to point out that there’s always someone in
there, since Justin never really gets to leave. “I was just on my way out.”

“Oh, don’t let me rush you.” Her smile is almost flirtatious. “I can
come back later, if that’s better for you.”

“No, I really was just about to leave.” Dan leans over and brushes
Justin’s bangs back, then kisses him on the forehead. “Bye, baby. I'll see
you in a couple days, probably.” Dan makes sure he doesn’t inhale when
his face is near Justin. There’s no smell, but rather than making Justin
seem clean, it just makes him seem... empty.

Dan nods to the nurse and heads outside. He’s always so happy to
get out of that room, and then even happier when he can leave the building
entirely, breathing in the fresh outside air. He doesn’t like to think about
Justin being stuck in there permanently. He doesn’t like to think about
having to go back himself for his next visit. But he knows it’s really not
about what he wants. It’s about doing the right thing. There have been
times when Dan hasn’t been sure what that was, but this isn’t one of those
situations. As long as Justin needs him, Dan will be there. He knows that
as well as he knows anything.
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chapter +

WHEN Dan gets back to the barn, Robyn is at his truck before he’s even
turned the engine off. He actually has to wait for her to step back before he
can open the door.

She stares as if waiting for him to say something. When he looks
blankly back, she says, “You were with Justin? Is he okay?”

Dan doesn’t really know how to answer that question. “I didn’t
actually talk to the doctors, but he seemed the same. Why?”

She backs up a few steps more. “Karl and Molly were down here
looking for you, and it looked like they’d both been crying. They didn’t
say what was wrong, so I thought, you know....”

Dan feels a burst of panic, but fights to keep himself calm as he tries
to work out the timing. “When were they here? I left Justin about an hour

2

ago.

Robyn thinks for a moment, and then looks relieved. “No, it was
longer than that ago. A couple hours, probably.”

“It’s still nothing good, though... they were both crying? 1 mean,
Karl cries at TV shows, but Molly’s pretty tough.” Dan has only seen
Molly cry once, when the doctors had first told them the extent of Justin’s
injury, and he really, really hopes to never see it again.

“Well, neither one was actually crying when they were here, but they
both had red eyes. They both looked upset.”

Dan doesn’t know what to do with this new information. He hates
not knowing what’s going on. “Their car wasn’t in the drive when I pulled
up. Do you know where they went?”

“They said they were going into town... and, Dan... they said to tell
you not to ride.”

This makes no sense at all. “What? Not to ride anybody, or just not
Monty or Sunshine or something?”

“No, they said not at all. Said you could help me, or take the
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afternoon off, but to not ride.”

Dan pulls out his cell phone and hits a speed dial number. He hadn’t
wanted to involve Chris the night before, but things are getting ridiculous.
When Chris’s cell goes to voice mail, Dan tries his work number, but the
receptionist says that Chris is in a meeting.

“Well. Great.” He’s at a loss. “Do you need any help?”

“Not really, to be honest. Without you guys around to mess things
up, I'm actually ahead of schedule.” Robyn shakes her head. “I’m starting
to get a really weird feeling about all this, Dan. I mean... what’s going
on?”

Dan doesn’t have an answer for her. Even though she’d said she
didn’t need it, he helps Robyn haul some hay in from the feed shed, and
then he cleans tack until his fingers ache. There’s still no sign of Karl or
Molly by the time Dan has to go and get cleaned up for his shift at JP’s.
It’s their turn to bring the horses in and do the evening feed, and he’s a bit
worried that they haven’t appeared. He doesn’t want to cause an
inconvenience for his boss at the bar, but he also doesn’t want the horses
to be neglected if their owners don’t come back from wherever they are.
On a normal day, he’d be totally confident that Karl and Molly would look
after their animals, but this has not been an ordinary day. Robyn solves the
problem.

“I'm just going to watch TV anyway. Let me watch at your place for
a couple hours, and if they aren’t back in time, I can help out.”

He makes sure she really means it, and then they go upstairs
together, Robyn to the couch and Dan to the shower. As he heads out the
door, he tells her to help herself to anything in his fridge, and she rolls her
eyes. “I already checked. You’ve got beer and three different kinds of hot
sauce. It’s not exactly a balanced meal. But you’ve got a couple pasta
dinners in the freezer—I can have one, yes?”

Dan grins sheepishly and nods, then reminds her to call him if she
gets any news, to make sure Karl and Molly have his cell number if she
sees them. He knows they do, but doesn’t understand why they haven’t
used it.

He gets to JP’s just in time for the dinner rush, and for the first
couple hours he’s too busy to think much. Things finally calm down a
little, and he finds some time to tidy up and restock. In his peripheral
vision, he sees a new customer come in and sit down, so he moves in that
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direction as he puts the final polish on a glass. When he looks up and sees
the new customer, he’s greeted with miles of tanned Kaminski. Well,
there’s not all that much tan showing, but Dan can imagine.

“Hi, Dan,” Evan says. He smiles, and it makes him look like Tat.
They both smile with their whole faces, their whole bodies, practically.

“Evan, hey, what’s up?” This sounds a little vague to Dan, sounds
like what he’d say to someone who didnt have some mysterious
connection to Dan’s employers and quasi-in-laws. He tries to clarify, make
it clear that he actually wants to know. “You didn’t make it to the barn
today... did something happen?”

Evan goes from almost sheepish to totally awkward. “Uh, yeah,
kinda... I know it sounds weird, but I'm actually not supposed to talk
about it.”

Dan’s had about enough of being out of the loop. “Oh. What can I
get you, then?”

“A Bud and a Jim Beam, please. And I didn’t mean that I can’t talk
at all, I just can’t talk about... that.”

Dan moves to get the drinks but isn’t really interested in playing
games. “Okay, well, I don’t really know what ‘that’ is, so it’ll be a bit hard
for me to avoid it.” He smiles politely as he says it. Evan is now a
customer in the bar and a potential customer at the barn, so Dan really
can’t be too rude to him.

Evan’s return smile is much more genuine. “Yeah, I can see why
that’d be a little tricky. I could just ask you questions....”

“Uh, well... I'm at work, Evan. It’s not really the best place for
chatting.” Evan looks a little unimpressed, and Dan realizes something.
“You’ve never had a job, have you?”

“No. I have. I do!” Evan’s denials are a little too emphatic, and Dan
closes in for the kill.

“Evan....” Dan walks to stand in front of Evan and looks him in the
eye, trying to inspire honesty. “Evan, have you ever had a job at a business
your family didn’t own?” Evan casts his eyes down and Dan laughs.
“Yeah, it’s not quite the same, buddy.” That’s maybe a bit more casual
than Dan should be, but Evan doesn’t seem to mind.

“Well, still... I'm a customer... doesn’t that mean I’'m always right?
If I say I deserve some attention, isn’t it your job to give it to me?” The
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words would sound petulant if it weren’t for the open, teasing grin on the
man’s face.

Dan doesn’t really want to get involved in this, but he seems to be
having some trouble resisting the eyes and the dimples. “Okay, fine. Is
there something you actually want to know, or are you just being a brat?”

Evan’s victory grin threatens to split his face. “There’s lots of things
I want to know! I’'m just not sure where to start.”

A customer down the bar catches Dan’s eye, looking for a refill. Dan
moves away from Evan, saying, “Well, you can have one question, so
make it good. I'll be back in a minute.” Dan pulls a beer for the other
customer while wondering what exactly he’s doing with Evan. It’s not
flirting, exactly... or is it? But Dan’s not that guy. He doesn’t flirt with
other people’s boyfriends, and he certainly doesn’t fool around on his own
lover. Chris is Justin’s best friend, and as such has decided that it’s his
right to tell Dan that he can do what he wants, but Dan knows that it’s not
Chris’s call. Chris and Justin may have grown up together, but Chris
doesn’t know Justin the same way Dan does. And apparently Chris doesn’t
know Dan too well, either, if he thinks Dan would ever want to cheat on
somebody who’s lying in a hospital bed.

Evan’s just a typical rich kid, Dan decides, taking something that
means a lot to somebody and turning it into a game for his own
amusement. Well, Dan doesn’t want to play. He has to be polite, since
Evan’s a bit too powerful to insult, but that’s all.

Dan realizes that it’s easier to make this sort of resolution when he’s
at the far end of the bar. When he’s standing in front of Evan again, faced
with the full warmth of the man’s personality, Dan finds himself smiling a
little more sincerely than he had intended. “You got one?”

“Like I said, man, I’ve got lots. I really don’t think one is going to be
enough. Is there anything I can do to earn a couple more?” Yes, Evan is
definitely flirting. Dan knows he should shut it down, but he’s a little
curious to see just how far Evan will take it. And, if he’s completely
honest with himself, maybe he’s enjoying the attention a little.

“I doubt it, but if your first one isn’t too horrific, I'll think about it.”

“Oh. Not horrific... I gotta be honest, that eliminates a lot of my
ideas right off the top.”

Another customer needs a drink, so Dan just raises an eyebrow at
Evan and moves around the bar. When he returns, Evan is smiling happily.
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“Okay, I’ve got one. It’s easy, no horror whatsoever.” Dan nods, so Evan
continues. “How did you get started with riding?”

Dan knows that should be an easy question, so he can’t blame Evan
for asking it. Still, he doesn’t really want to answer. “I was living with a
family, and they had horses, and they taught me.” It’s a bit of a gloss, but
it’s not a lie.

“With a family? Like, not your family?”

“You got one question, man. Not two.” Dan moves down the bar and
picks up a glass to start polishing.

Evan shifts along to follow him, bringing his beer. “No, this is just a
follow-up. A clarification, even. Your original answer was vague and
incomplete!”

Evan doesn’t seem like the type to take hints, and Dan is reminded
again that the other man is a spoiled rich kid, used to getting what he
wants. “Okay. No, they weren’t my family.”

“But you do have a family, right?”
“What do you think, Evan, I was hatched from an egg?”

Evan’s face lights up. “Yeah, that’s good! We’ll exchange questions.
That’s a great idea!” Evan almost claps his hands. Dan is pretty sure the
innocent enthusiasm thing is an act, but he’s not quite positive.

Evan continues. “Okay, your question was, ‘Evan, do you think I
was hatched from an egg?’ My answer to that is, ‘No, Dan, I do not
believe that at all, and 1 am sure you were born from a traditional union
between a human male and a human female.”” Evan’s smile is mock-
condescending. “You’ll notice, I think, that I answered the question fully,
and even gave a little extra. Perhaps you could use that as a model for your
answer to my next question.” Dan refuses to smile, but Evan continues
anyway. “Okay, my next question is... do you like your job?”

That one’s a bit easier, so Dan decides to play along. He has a
question he wants to ask Evan, after all. “Yes, Evan, I like my job. It’s not
perfect all the time, but in general, I enjoy it.”

Evan nods, looking impressed. “Excellent, you’re really picking the
game up quickly. Okay, now it’s your turn.”

Dan puts down the glass. “All right, here goes... what were you
doing at Molly and Karl’s this morning?”’

Evan’s face falls. “Dan, damn. I'm sorry, but I really can’t talk about
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it. Not now, at least. As soon as things are settled, you’ll be the first to
know.”

That was about what Dan expected. “So, you refuse to answer? I
guess that means the game’s over.” Dan moves around the bar, this time
going to check on the coffee pot. Again, Evan follows him.

“Dan, seriously... I know this must be frustrating for you. But I was
just hoping that... I don’t know. I guess I was hoping that all that could be
separate.” Evan looks awkward, and Dan wonders if this is what’s beneath
the careless exterior, or if it’s just another act. “I mean, you must have
people coming on to you pretty much constantly, but, honestly, 'm not
just—I'm not just after your looks, not looking for just—you know. I
really like you, what I’ve seen so far, and I'd like the chance to get to
know you better.” Evan looks like he’s surprised himself with his little
speech.

Dan just stares at him, and then says, “Okay, how about I give you
an alternate question, then?”” Evan nods enthusiastically and waits for Dan
to speak. “Here it is, then, question two... Evan, where’s Jeff tonight?”

Dan can’t read the expression on Evan’s face, but his voice is
agitated. “No, man, you’ve got it wrong. Jeff and me, we’re not like that. I
mean, we’re like that, but we’re not... I mean, believe me, Jeff has no
problem with me being here tonight.” Evan catches himself. “Well, no,
that’s not quite true. He didn’t think I should come, but it’s because he
thought it was stupid, thought it was making things too complicated, not
because he has a problem with it in theory. I mean—"

Dan is suddenly tired, and strangely sad, and he cuts Evan off.
“Evan, you should go home. There’s nothing for you here.” He fixes Evan
with a level stare to show that he means it. This time when he walks away,
Evan doesn’t follow.
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chapter s

EVAN leaves the bar shortly after Dan starts ignoring him. Dan feels
mostly relieved, and tries to disregard the tiny little niggle of
disappointment. Evan seems like a good enough guy, and Lord knows he’s
not hard to look at. Maybe in another life, Dan would have been
interested, even if the Jeff situation is still a little confusing. But in this
life, he knows that the whole thing is out of the question.

Dan helps close down the bar and then heads home to find a note
pinned to his door. It’s from Molly, asking him to come by the house the
next morning at nine.

So, that’s it, then. He’ll find out what’s going on in... he checks his
watch. Six hours. He’s really just fed up with the drama—he’s been more
than just an employee to Karl and Molly, and he doesn’t understand what
he’s done to be shut out like this, and he doesn’t really appreciate it.

He falls asleep quickly but wakes up, as usual, when he hears Robyn
arrive to feed the horses. He tries to get back to sleep, but then the sun
shines in his window, and he knows it’s a lost cause.

He showers, dresses, and tries to think of a way to kill almost two
hours. He settles on going down and helping Robyn take the horses out.
Even if he’s not allowed to ride, it’s still calming to be around them. He
and Robyn grill each other looking for extra information, but there’s none
to be had.

Finally, he heads over to the house. He’s a little early, but he doesn’t
think Karl or Molly will mind. In better times he would have expected to
mooch some sort of breakfast from them, but he doubts that’s in the cards
today.

He’s only a little surprised to see Chris’s truck in the driveway again.
Chris hadn’t returned Dan’s calls the day before, which is totally unlike
him, so Dan knows he must be involved in whatever the Big Secret is.
There’s no sign of the Kaminskis, though.

Dan wipes his feet carefully and then rings the doorbell. Usually,
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he’d follow that up with an opened door and a shouted ‘“hello,” but things
just don’t feel quite that casual anymore.

When Karl comes to answer the door, he seems reserved, almost
nervous, and he doesn’t seem to want to look Dan in the eye. He leads the
way into the living room, where Molly and Chris are waiting.

Chris stands up, saying, “I’ll just go tidy up some of the paperwork,”
as he leaves the room.

“Dan, come in.” Molly says softly. “Please, sit down.”

She’s acting like he’s made of china, and the change from her normal
forthrightness is kind of creeping Dan out. “Yeah, okay,” he says.
Whatever it is, it can’t be as bad as they’re building it up to be.

There’s an awkward pause, and then Molly begins. “We’ve... we’ve
made several decisions. They’re all connected, and they all involved you,
and we just... we know you might not agree, necessarily, but we really
want you to hear us out. Can you do that?”

Dan just shrugs. He’s not going to start making promises when he
has no idea what’s going on.

Molly nods as though that’s the response she expected, and Karl
takes over. “You know we’ve gotten offers for the farm before, Dan, and
we always refused them. We thought Justin would be taking over—that
was always the plan.” It’s obvious that it still hurts Karl to talk about his
son’s injury, and Dan just sits still, making sure he doesn’t do anything to
make it worse. But Karl and Molly are looking at him as if they expect a
response.

“You’re selling to the Kaminskis?” he guesses. “But why would
California billionaires want a Kentucky horse farm?”

“Not exactly... we’re selling the land to Leincorp Developments.
They’re thinking of building a subdivision here, apparently.”

“Oh.” Dan takes a moment to digest this information. “So you’re
shutting the farm right down?”

Molly reaches forward and takes his hand. “But the Kaminskis are
interested in buying all the horses! All of them! They’ve got a big barn out
there, apparently, and they were going to just buy a horse for Tatiana, but
now they’re thinking of getting into the training business, and filling up
the place.”

Dan isn’t shocked, really. In his time thinking about the possible
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reasons for the Kaminskis’ involvement, he had come up with a variety of
scenarios, and the Californians throwing their money around had come
into several of them. He just isn’t sure why it had to be such a secret.
“Well, yeah, that’s great. I mean, congratulations, I guess. Do you know
what you guys are going to do instead?”

Molly and Karl exchange somewhat apprehensive looks. “We’re just
going to retire, we think.” Molly says. “The last year—it’s taken a lot out
of both of us. We’ve used up most of our savings, but with the money
from the land and the horses, we’ll be okay.”

Dan nods. “Okay. Well, yeah, congratulations. So you’ll need me out
of the apartment, I guess? What’s the timeline on that?” Dan finds that
he’s not really upset about the idea of losing his job. Moneywise, he could
do better with just working another couple shifts at the bar, considering
how rarely he gets paid at the barn. And if he wants to work with horses,
he knows he’s got enough of a reputation to find a job in the field. Leaving
the apartment is a bit tougher to think about—he and Justin had shared a
life there, after all.

Karl says, “Well, the developers want in as soon as possible, but we
told them we’d need some time to get things packed up, and obviously you
will too. There’s a bit of extra money available if we get out faster, so let
us know how long you’ll need, and we can split some of the bonus with

2

you.

“And all of your back pay, of course,” Molly hastens to add. “We’ve
kept close track, and Chris has the numbers, and we’ll pay you all of it,
with interest.” She moves closer to Dan and puts her hand on his arm. “We
really don’t know how we could have made it through this without you,
Dan.”

“No, it’s fine. I wasn’t going to leave you in the lurch. And I don’t
really have much stuff. I can get out as soon as I have a place to move
into. So don’t worry about that.” Dan stands up. “So, when are the horses
going? And no more riding before they go?”

“Well, the ‘no riding’ is just for while things are in flux. If we
decided on a price, and then a horse got injured, it could confuse things.
And we’re still working out the details with the Kaminskis. But even if
things don’t work there, we can find buyers, don’t worry. We might need
to be a bit flexible about the prices, but they’re good horses—we’ll find
homes.” Molly sounds like she’s trying to convince herself at the same
time as she convinces Dan.
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“So, the Kaminski thing isn’t for sure?” Dan sits back down. “With
the economy the way it is, people aren’t buying a lot of horses. Have you
thought about hanging on to the barn for a bit longer, until you’re sure
about where the horses are going?”

Karl looks at Molly and they both shake their heads. “No. The deal
for the subdivision isn’t open forever, and... we... we need this to be
over.” Karl looks down at his big hands. “You were right, about selling
Monty to that little girl. That would have been a terrible thing. Could have
been really dangerous. And you were right that we, of all people, should
have known better—"

“It was a real wake-up call for us, Dan,” Molly cuts in. “We realized
that we’ve been pushing too hard for too long. We needed to stop, and
think about things.”

“Okay, yeah, I can see that.” Dan can. He’s been working for the
Archer family for years, and has seen them before and after Justin’s
accident. Karl and Molly are really not the same people they were a year
ago.

“But, really, it could be an opportunity for you, Dan.” Molly says,
and she seems to be trying to put some enthusiasm in her voice. “The
Kaminskis are looking for a trainer. Apparently Jeff is mostly helping
them out as a friend. He’s got his own interests and his own business to
worry about. Evan was really interested in getting you to come to
California, to be the trainer. I'm sure it would be fun for you to work in a
barn that actually has some money, for a change!”

Dan really doesn’t want to think about just what Evan’s trying to buy
with all his money. “Well, obviously I'm going to be staying in Kentucky,
even if I’'m not working for you anymore. It’s not like I can just leave
Justin here.” He stands up again, a little insulted that they think he’d
abandon their son. “So, sure, I'll start looking for a place. Let me know
how things go with the California thing, whether I should start working
the horses again or not.” He looks at them, waiting for them to stand and
walk him to the door, or at least acknowledge that he’s leaving. They
don’t.

Karl’s voice is scratchy when he speaks again. “The farm... that’s
not all we’ve decided.” Dan gets a sick feeling in his stomach. Maybe this
next part will explain why they’ve been acting so strangely. He sits back
down, and waits.

Molly starts. “We’re going to have enough money to live
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comfortably, and then some.” Dan just nods. The farm is a good size and
not that far from town, and several of the horses are quite valuable. “We’ll
have enough money to look after Justin and ourselves, if we’re careful.”
Dan nods again. Justin’s in a private facility. Insurance covers the basic
care, but a lot of the extras have come right out of his parents’ pockets. It’s
why Dan has never resented his missing paychecks.

“We just wanted to be sure that our decision wasn’t based on
money,” Karl blurts out. He takes a breath to calm himself, and then says,
“We wanted to be sure we were doing what’s best for Justin, not what’s
best for our bank account.” Dan’s already queasy stomach flips when he
sees that Karl is crying openly, and Molly’s eyes are brimming. He
realizes that the farm decision was just a warm-up for the main event.

Molly takes her husband’s hand and looks at Dan imploringly. “He’s
gone, Dan. The doctors have been telling us that for months. The seizures
are getting worse, and his heart has stopped three times now.” Dan can’t
look her in the eye as she continues. “Dan, it was wrong of us to let it go
on for so long. We wanted so much for him to be okay, and we let it blind
us to the truth.” Her voice cracks and her tears are flowing freely now.
“Dan... Justin died almost a year ago. We’ve got to stop pretending he
didn’t. We’ve—"

She breaks off, and Karl wraps his arm around her shoulder before
he continues for her. “We’ve signed a ‘Do Not Resuscitate’ order for
Justin. The next time his heart stops, or he has a violent seizure, or....” He
takes a moment to collect himself, and then speaks in a more level voice.
“The next time anything happens, they’ll take steps to make sure there’s
no pain, but they won’t bring him back.”

Dan is stunned. He remembers the conversations he’d had with
Molly and Karl when Justin had first been hurt. They’d all agreed that
Justin was a fighter, that he’d never give up. They’d agreed that they
would be as strong as he was, and wouldn’t give up, either. What had
happened?

“Just because you made a bad call about a horse?” Dan almost
whispers. “You’re going to let Justin die because... because why?” Dan
can’t sit still, and stands to move around the room as his voice rises. “If
it’s the money, you could put him in a simpler room, and I could
contribute more. You don’t need to worry about giving me the back pay.”
This makes sense, this is becoming a plan. “You could still sell the barn,
and the horses, if you want, and I could get a job somewhere else to help
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pay. I could—"

Karl breaks into Dan’s increasingly frantic monologue. “No, Dan!
It’s not about the money. That’s what we were trying to tell you... we
waited until we had lots of money, so we’d know that the money concerns
weren’t influencing us at all!”

“Well, what is it about, then? How can you give up on him?” Dan’s
shouting now, and he knows he should stop, but he doesn’t seem to be able
to. “He’s your son. You’re supposed to look after him, not stick him in an
institution, and then abandon him!”

“Dan!” It’s Chris, brought back into the room by the yelling. “Dan,
you need to cool off.” Chris doesn’t look angry, exactly, but he doesn’t
look friendly, either. Dan is reminded again that Chris is only his friend
through Justin, and that Chris has known the Archer family for his whole
life.

“What, you’re in on this too? You think this is a good idea?” Dan
shakes his head in disgust. “First you tell me that I should be fucking
around on him, and now you tell me I should let them kill him? What kind
of friend are you?”

“Dan, you’re way over the line!” Chris’s voice isn’t loud, but it’s
powerful. “You need to take a walk, calm down a little.”

“Yeah? What else are you going to decide while I’'m gone? Who else
are you going to kill?”

Chris takes one look at Molly and Karl, curled up around each other
on the sofa as if Dan’s words hurt them physically, and then he grabs Dan
by the shoulders and wrestles him toward the front door. “Out, Dan,” he
grunts.

Dan doesn’t really try to resist. It feels as if all the fight has gone out
of him. He’d always been jealous of Justin’s relationship with his parents,
how they could work together so well and still function as a family. Seeing
them abandon him like this is bewildering. He lets Chris manhandle him
onto the porch. Chris looks torn between going back and comforting Karl
and Molly or staying out and keeping an eye on Dan.

When Dan collapses onto the porch steps, Chris sighs and sits down
beside him. “They’re not abandoning anybody, man. Justin’s gone, and
he’s not coming back. If there was a shred of a chance, you know they’d
fight for him. You know that.” Dan just stares out at the front lawn.
There’s a big old maple tree out there. Justin had once shown him where
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he and Chris had carved their initials in the bark when they were kids.
When Dan had looked wistful, wishing that he had that sort of history
somewhere, Justin had gone and gotten a knife and carved DW right there
beside the other two. Dan wonders if the subdivision developers will cut
the tree down.

Chris is still talking. “They maybe made a mistake in not telling you
everything they got from the doctors. I think they were trying to spare you,
or something... I don’t know. Maybe they just thought if nobody knew it
wouldn’t be true. But there’s been no higher brain function since his first
seizure, months ago. He’s gone, Dan.”

Dan can’t answer, can’t talk past the lump in his throat. There’s a
weird ringing in his ears, and his body is flashing hot and then cold. He’s
listening to Chris, but it’s like they’re far away from each other, or Chris is
speaking a language Dan used to know but has forgotten. He pushes
himself off the step and straightens up, then starts walking back to the
barn.

“Where you going, Dan?” Chris calls after him, but Dan doesn’t
really hear him.

Dan has no plan, no real destination, but he knows he doesn’t want
to have anything to do with what’s happening in that house. He’s got no
legal rights to anything, he knows that, knows there’s nothing he can really
do. He can’t even say for sure what Justin would want. The three people
back at the house have known Justin a lot longer than he has, and he
knows that they do love Justin, despite Dan’s accusations to the contrary.
If they think Justin would want to give up, maybe they’re right. Dan just
can’t understand how they can give up. Maybe Justin would want to quit,
but that just means that it’s their job to be strong for him, to lend him their
will power until he’s back to himself.

When Dan gets to the barn, he manages to make it upstairs without
seeing Robyn, and he starts packing his few belongings into bags and
some boxes he’s able to find. He’s not sure where he’s going. Ordinarily
he would have run straight to Chris’s, but that doesn’t work anymore. But
it doesn’t matter, really. The barn is going, and the horses are going, and
Justin... Justin is going. So Dan is going as well. He just doesn’t really
know where.
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chapter s

DAN ends up arranging to stay with Robyn. He hadn’t planned it, but
she’d seen him packing his stuff into the truck, and hadn’t even asked for
an explanation. She’d just asked if he was going to Chris’s, and when he’d
said no, she’d asked where he was going. When he’d turned his face away
instead of answering her, she’d taken out her keys and snapped one off the
ring.

Dan pulls out of himself long enough to realize that Robyn is going
to get some bad news pretty soon too. She’ll be upset about her job but
also about Justin. They’d all worked together at the farm for years. He
decides to take the key but not make himself at home. If it seems like she
wants some time alone, he can always leave.

He starts to drive into town, toward Robyn’s apartment, and then
makes a sharp turn and heads for the highway instead. The drive to
Willowbrook passes too quickly, and Dan soon finds himself walking
through the familiar hallways and pausing at the same old door. He
wonders how many more times he’ll be making this trip. Wonders if
maybe Justin’s parents will change their minds, if they have to watch
Justin dying a slow death. How could any parent stand by and let that
happen?

Dan braces himself as usual and then pushes the door open. He
doesn’t bother to even try to smile; it would be dishonest to pretend that
he’s not upset.

“Hey, baby, it’s me.” Dan pulls the chair from against the wall and
sets it next to Justin’s bed. He leans forward, resting his forearms on the
bed, and takes one of Justin’s hands in his. He speaks almost reluctantly.
“Things aren’t going so well, man. Your parents... I mean... you know
they love you. They just—" Dan’s voice cracks.

“Justin, I really need you to wake up now. You’ve got to show them
they’re wrong. I understand that you needed some time to heal, I get that,
and maybe you got a bit lost in there or something.” Dan moves a hand up
to Justin’s forehead and smooths his hair back. “Please, Justin. Baby...
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we’re running out of time, here.”

Dan can feel the tears running down his face. “Justin, please.” He
leans forward and buries his face in Justin’s chest. His voice is muffled in
the sheets, but he talks anyways, willing the words to pass directly through
Justin’s skin to his heart. “Please don’t leave me, Justin. Please don’t leave
me alone.”

Dan isn’t sure how long he stays there like that, but when he finally
sits up, his face is dry, though stiff with salt. He takes a deep breath.
There’s been no change in Justin, but he hadn’t really expected one.
Intellectually, he knows that Justin’s parents are right. Justin is gone. And
he’s not coming back.

Emotionally, it’s a little harder to accept, to understand. What is Dan
supposed to do with the Justin-shaped hole in his life? How can he say
goodbye to all their plans, all their shared memories, when Justin is still
right in front of him, looking not terribly different than he had before the
accident? With a jolt, Dan realizes that maybe that’s the reason for Karl
and Molly’s decision. Nobody can let go, not really, not while Justin’s
body is still here. But Dan doesn’t think he’s ready to let go. He still needs
Justin, needs to let a tiny part of himself believe that things could go back
to the way they were, back to being perfect.

Dan remembers meeting Jeff, remembers how Jeff said they’d met
before, at Rolex. The Californian had seemed to be pretty understanding
about the fact that Dan couldn’t remember him. Dan knows he’d been in a
daze that whole weekend. The Rolex Kentucky Three-Day Event is the top
event in North America, and Justin had competed in it, on a horse that Dan
had conditioned and helped to train. Add in the fact that they were from a
local farm, with Justin Kentucky-born-and-bred, and they’d been treated
like royalty all weekend long. And when Justin had won, an underdog
coming from nowhere, he’d gone straight to Dan and pulled him into the
messiest, goofiest, most enthusiastic kiss Dan had ever been a part of—
and Justin had known that the TV cameras were rolling. Dan doesn’t
understand how to reconcile that vibrant, intense man with the body lying
on the bed in front of him, but he also doesn’t know how to let go of the
only part of that man that’s still alive.

It’s ironic that Dan’s best and worst days with Justin both came at the
same event, but a year apart. Justin had been so driven, so determined to
repeat his triumph. The previous year’s victory had given a huge boost to
the farm, with people clamoring for horses trained at the stable that had
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produced a Rolex winner. But Justin knew that the horse world was fickle,
knew that he needed to keep winning in order for the farm’s success to
continue. He’d done well in the dressage competition, and he was
confident that he could put in a good performance at the jumping, but the
cross-country was his chance to really shine. Dan had known he was
wound too tight, had tried to talk him down, but Justin had been almost
manic in his intensity. The last words Justin had ever spoken to Dan had
been, “Back off, Dan. Don’t tell me how to ride!”

On a good day, Dan can comfort himself by knowing that he had at
least tried to get Justin to ride safely. On a bad day, he wonders if Justin’s
recklessness had come as much from anger at Dan as from his need to
win, if Dan’s attitude had somehow disrupted the careful focus and
concentration that was required to safely ride an elite cross-country
course. He wonders what was going through Justin’s mind during the
approach to the twelfth jump, wonders whether Justin could tell it was
going wrong, wonders if he was worried about himself or about Willow
when the mare’s front hooves hit the immovable barrier and sent them
both tumbling forward in a tangle of horse and rider. He wonders if he’ll
ever be able to get the image out of his mind.

Dan hears the door open softly behind him. He turns to see Karl and
Molly standing in the doorway. They look tentative, almost apologetic.
“We can wait, if you’d like some more time alone, Dan.” Molly’s voice is
soft.

Dan’s stomach twists at her choice of words. He doesn’t want time
alone, he wants time with Justin. He stands stiffly. “No, that’s fine. I've
been here for a while.” He moves toward the door, and the three do an
awkward dance in the doorway.

Karl puts a gentle hand on his arm. “Dan....”

But Dan pulls away. He’s not angry anymore, he understands what
they’re doing, but he just can’t talk about it, not right now. “You’ve got
my cell number, if you need to reach me about anything. Okay?” He tries
to make it a little gentle, not as fierce as he was that morning. But he still
can’t look them in the eye.

Karl drops his hand and nods. “Okay.” He sounds old.

Dan walks briskly down the hallway and out to the truck. He checks
the time on his phone. It’s later than he thought, and he’s supposed to be
working at the bar that night. He briefly considers calling in sick but then
thinks about sitting around Robyn’s apartment all night with nothing to



38 kate sherwood

distract him, and decides that work sounds like a much better idea.

If he hurries, he has time to drop his stuff of at Robyn’s and see if
she’s still okay with him staying there. He wishes that he’d thought to ask
Karl and Molly whether they’d spoken to her yet, but he guesses he’ll
know as soon as he sees her face.

And he does. When she opens the door to his knock, her eyes are red
and puffy, and she doesn’t say anything, just shuffles forward and burrows
into his chest. He brings his arms up to enfold her, and they stand there in
the doorway, rocking a little. It doesn’t last long, and then Robyn is
pulling back and brushing at her face, trying to put a smile on.

“Did you bring your stuff? The couch pulls out, and there’s room
over there for you to pile whatever you don’t want to leave in the truck.”

“Robyn, are you sure it’s okay? I mean, this is maybe not the best
time for a house guest.”

“Don’t be stupid. You’re not a house guest; you’re Danny.” Her
smile seems a little more genuine this time, and she says, “Come on, I'll
help you bring stuff up. And then, are you working tonight? You could
steal me a drink or two, help me feel better?”

“Absolutely.” Dan nods and tries to fight back the lump in his throat.
“I don’t have much, but, yeah, if you don’t get enough of carrying heavy
things around all day....”

A few trips down and back, and then all of Dan’s belongings are
piled in the corner of Robyn’s living room. He looks at the clock on the
wall. He’s a little bit late for work already. Robyn waves him off, tells him
she’s going to have a shower and then come to the bar for dinner, and Dan
heads out the door.

He drives to the bar and gets to work. He likes being able to fall into
the familiar routine. It’s not as good of a distraction as barn work. There’s
too much thought required, and it doesn’t use his muscles enough. Still,
it’s better than just sitting around.

Robyn comes in with her new boyfriend, and Dan chats with them a
little, but both he and Robyn are pretty subdued, and the boyfriend seems
to be really understanding about it all. They move over to a table to eat,
and shortly after that Dan sees Chris in the doorway. Chris hasn’t seen him
yet, and he has a sudden, childish urge to run into the back and hide. He
just doesn’t want to deal with anything tonight.

But then Chris is making his way over, and Dan knows he’s been
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caught. He pours a draft and sets it in front of Chris, and then reaches for
the bottle of Wild Turkey, holding it up questioningly.

“Fuck, yes, man. Get pouring.” Dan takes a minute to look at Chris,
and sees that the man looks about as bad as Dan feels. But somehow, Dan
is having a harder time forgiving Chris than he is forgiving Justin’s
parents. He’s not angry, exactly; it just feels like he doesn’t know Chris as
well as he thought he did. Like Dan had thought they were better friends
than they were. He pours and then puts the glass on the bar and goes to
serve other customers. When there’s a gap in the orders, he restocks the
bar or polishes glasses, rather than going and talking to Chris like he
normally would.

Chris drains his glass, and Dan has to go back to offer a refill. He
isn’t surprised when Chris tries to stop him from leaving again. “Dan, do
you have a minute? We should talk.”

Dan tries to maintain his calm. “Sorry, man, not really. I’'m at work.”

Chris snorts. “Dan, you’re one of the top eventing trainers in the
country. You shouldn’t be worried about your job as a bartender!”

Dan turns back to him, this time a little more fiercely. “Well, as of
this morning, this is the only job I’ve got, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to
keep it. If you have some sort of business you need me for, you can call
me tomorrow—my schedule has just gotten really open.”

“Well, if you’re looking for work, you could consider the offer from
Kaminski. He seems to be willing to throw a hell of a lot of money
around.”

Dan is done trying to walk away from this. “Okay, first, other than
you and Karl and Molly rambling about something, I haven’t actually
gotten an offer from Kaminski—well, I have, but he wasn’t interested in
me riding a horse, exactly. Second, it’s really none of your damn business
what I do for a living—if you don’t see fit to include me in decisions
about my lover’s life, then why the hell should I include you in my
decisions about any damn thing? And, third, I'm not leaving Justin. So
even if there is a job in California, I won’t be taking it.” Dan’s voice has
risen enough that people are starting to look over, and he takes a deep
breath to calm himself. He continues a little more quietly. “So, this job is
still pretty important. I’d appreciate it if you would try to not fuck that up
for me.”

Chris looks a little surprised by the depth of Dan’s resentment, but he
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doesn’t give up. “Okay, fine. No discussion, no conversation, but just let
me give you one little fact.”

Dan waits reluctantly, and Chris continues. “The offer from
Kaminski for buying the horses—it’s a really good offer, and Karl and
Molly want it a lot. It’s way better than they’ll ever get for selling the
horses individually, and it’s quick and easy and stress-free, which would
be great for them right now. But the deal’s contingent on Kaminski being
able to hire a suitable trainer for the horses.” Chris pauses and takes a sip
of his bourbon as Dan stands waiting. “Now, that’s all it says in the
contract, ‘a suitable trainer’. But the contract says that it’s Kaminski’s
place to determine who’s ‘suitable’, and he’s made it pretty clear that
when he says ‘suitable’, he means you.” Chris looks Dan in the eyes. “So,
I’'m not telling you what to do—I wouldn’t know what to say even if you
were interested in listening. But I wanted to be sure you had the
information before you made any big decisions. It’s absolutely your choice
whether you want to take the job or not. But I just thought you should be
aware that without you, the deal goes south.”

Chris polishes off what’s left in his glass and stands up. “So, if it’s
all right with you, I’'ll give Kaminski your number; have him give you a
call.” Dan nods distractedly, and Chris’s expression softens. “Molly said
you moved out of the apartment already. Have you got somewhere to
stay?” Dan doesn’t speak for a moment, so Chris continues. “You know
you’re always welcome at my place. Or if you’d rather not, if you need
some money to stay at a hotel or something, I can get the firm to advance
some money out of your back pay claim....”

Dan shakes his head. “No, thanks. I'm fine. I’'m staying with a
friend.”

Chris winces a little but nods, and then his head swivels to look at
the table where Robyn is sitting, trying not to eavesdrop on the
conversation at the bar. “Yeah, okay. But, honestly, Dan....” Chris reaches
over the bar, trying to grasp Dan’s forearm, but Dan jerks back out of
reach. Chris pulls his hand back, and continues softly. “If you need
anything, Dan. Please, give me a call.”

Dan doesn’t really answer, just nods dismissively and moves away.
There are several people waiting for drinks, and he busies himself with
them as Chris heads for the door. Dan had felt overwhelmed before the
conversation with Chris, and now it’s like there’s even more weight being
piled onto his shoulders. He has an almost overwhelming urge to just
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leave, to get in his truck and drive until morning and start all over again
somewhere else. He’s done it before, after all.

A customer waves him over, and he goes. He resolves to lose himself
in the job for tonight. Then he’ll take a bottle home with him and drink
himself to sleep on Robyn’s couch. He knows that things won’t be any
better in the morning, but, hey, it’s about time he got lucky—if he plays
his cards right, maybe a giant asteroid will hit the Earth and he won’t have
to worry about any of this anymore. With that comforting thought, he
moves around the bar and gets back to work.
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chapter 7

DAN follows his plan to the letter, and wakes up feeling like his brain is
too big for his skull. He almost welcomes the pain and fuzzy thinking;
they’re one more way to distract himself from reality.

Robyn has already left for work, he discovers when he gets up, and
he feels totally aimless. He finds coffee made, and has one more reason to
be grateful to his hostess. Then he has a shower, tidies up the blankets on
the couch, and turns on the television. After fifteen minutes, he’s climbing
the walls.

He goes out and walks down the street to find a diner. He orders
breakfast and reads the paper. He takes a half-hearted look at the want ads,
but he knows that he’s not going to find a job he wants in the classifieds.
He’s asked his boss at JP’s to keep him in mind for extra shifts, so he’s not
exactly destitute, especially as long as Robyn will tolerate him sleeping on
her couch. And he trusts Karl and Molly to get him his back pay and
severance, although he’s not really sure how long all that will take.

At ten thirty his phone rings, and he almost breaks a finger he’s so
eager to get it out of his pocket. It’s not that he wants to talk to anybody
specific; he just wants to do something. He hadn’t realized how busy his
job kept him until he didn’t have it anymore.

He checks the call display and finds the caller identified as a local
hotel. Probably Kaminski, then. Dan doesn’t really want to talk to the guy,
but....

“Hello.”

“Hi, Dan, it’s Jeff Stevens.” This is a little easier to take, Dan
decides. He may not be sure about the relationship between Jeff and Evan,
but at least Dan can talk horses with Jeff.

“Hey, Jeff, how are you?”

“I'm good, thanks. Uh, Chris gave me your number.” Jeff pauses.
“Listen, Dan... this whole thing has gotten pretty jumbled up, but we’re
trying to get it back on track. Would you be free for lunch today? Evan has
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a business proposal for you. I know you’ve heard rumblings, but we’d like
a chance to present the idea properly.”

“Look, I don’t want to waste your time... I can come by if you like,
but I’m really not interested in leaving Kentucky.”

Jeff’s voice is level. “Yeah, we’ve got some ideas about that. Just
give us a chance.” Jeff takes Dan’s silence as acquiescence. “It’s your
town—do you have a recommendation for where to eat?”

“Not really. You guys have probably eaten more restaurant lunches
since you got to town than I have in the last five years. I’'m usually at the
barn.”

“Well, we’re at the Brown Hotel, right downtown. They’ve got a
lunch restaurant called J. Grahams. Could you meet us there, maybe one
o’clock?”

“Sure, that’s fine.”

There’s a pause, and then Jeff’s voice comes out a bit tentatively.
“Look, Dan. I can’t even pretend to understand how torn up you must be
right now, and I know that it’s not really any of my business. And, like |
said, this whole deal has gotten way more jumbled up than it had to be,
and Evan... Evan was an idiot for coming to see you in the bar the other
night. The boy’s got no sense at all. But he’s got a good heart, and he can
control himself if he has to.” Jeff sighs. “I guess I'm just saying that I
hope you can come into the meeting with an open mind. There’s no
pressure, no expectations, we’re just putting an idea out there.”

“No pressure?” Dan says. “If I don’t sign on to be Evan’s barn-boy,
you don’t buy the horses and Karl and Molly have to scramble around and
try to find buyers in a totally messed up economy while they should be
mourning their son? Is that what you mean by ‘no pressure’?”

Jeff sighs again. “I wish Chris hadn’t mentioned that to you. He’s
just trying to look out for everybody, I guess, but... it’s really not that
simple. We’re not trying to be high handed about this, and we’re totally
open to negotiation. And the barn-boy thing... interesting imagery, by the
way... Evan and I have talked about that pretty intensely, and... he’s not
going to make things uncomfortable for you. I promise.” As far as Dan can
tell from a cell phone conversation, Jeff is totally sincere. He pauses, and
then goes on in a slightly less impassioned manner. “We’re interested in
hiring you because of your skills and your attitude—we were both really
impressed with your honesty about Monty. The other part is totally
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separate, and if you don’t bring it up, it is totally dead.”

Dan doesn’t really know what to say to that, but he can’t really
refuse to even hear their plan. “Yeah, fine, I'll... I'll try to have an open
mind.”

Jeff’s smile transmits through the phone. “That’s great, Dan. So
we’ll see you at one.”

“Sure thing. Bye.” Dan hangs up the phone with the beginnings of an
idea in his head. He now wishes he wasn’t hung over, because he’s not
sure it’s a good idea, and a clear mind would really be helpful. Ordinarily
he could call Chris, but that doesn’t seem like a good option today. He
thinks for a second and then pulls out his cell and dials it. He only hopes
Robyn will be able to pick up.

A COUPLE hours later, he leaves the copy center and heads off to the
restaurant, a thick manila envelope in his hand. He’s not sure if he really
needs the props, but getting them put together helped fill the time and
calm his nerves.

When he gets to the restaurant Jeff and Evan are already there. They
both stand and shake his hand when he walks to the table, and then they sit
down and make small talk. Dan inquires about Tatiana, who has
apparently gotten bored with all the business and flown home on her own.
Evan raves about their housekeeper for a while, about how great it is to
have someone in the house that he can trust with anything. Dan’s not sure
if it’s meant to be a pointed comment. If it is, he’s not sure what the point
is meant to be. Possibly Evan is just rambling. The rest of the mealtime
conversation is similarly benign, although Dan finds himself getting
increasingly restless as time passes.

None of them order dessert, so once their plates are cleared and
coffee is brought, Evan finally gets down to business. “So, Dan, I know
this has been done kind of ass-backward, but I wanted to explain what
we’re looking to do with the eventing stuff, and how we’d like for you to
be involved.”

Dan nods. Evan hasn’t even hinted at anything sexual all through
lunch, and Dan isn’t sure whether the other man has really given up on
that or is just building up for a sneak attack. But Dan ate their meal, so he
guesses he should hear their ideas.
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“So, originally we were just planning on buying an eventer for Tat.
Honestly, I think the last time you and I talked about this, that’s where we
were. But we wanted to keep the horse at our home. We’ve got a big barn
and whatever already, but we were going to have to build a dressage ring
and a jumping course and a cross-country course.”

“Naturally,” Dan agrees, and Jeff grins. Maybe Kaminski thinks that
investing half a million dollars in top-of-the-line facilities is the only way
for his sister to ride her horse, but Jeff and Dan have both apparently
grown up in a slightly different world.

Evan continues unperturbed. “So, when Monty didn’t seem like a
good fit, we were going to get another horse. But then Tat said that she
really loved Monty, and couldn’t she have him, too, and we could buy an
easier horse for her to ride until she gets good enough to ride him.” The
fact that Evan seems to have thought this was a reasonable suggestion tells
Dan a little more about how different their worlds are.

“Anyway, I started thinking. It doesn’t make sense to build all these
rings and whatever and have just one horse using them.” On that point, at
least, Dan is in agreement. Evan continues. “We’ve already got the barn
and there’s loads of land, so why not fill the place up? When we heard that
Karl and Molly were thinking of getting out of the business, it just seemed
like the perfect opportunity.” Evan pauses for a sip of coffee, and Dan
waits patiently.

“So, obviously we can’t have the horses just sitting there. We want to
be an eventing stable. Tat can ride one or two of the horses, and Jeff can
coach her, but he’s too busy with his other stuff to work for us full-time.
And besides, he says he prefers working with people to working just with
horses.” Dan wonders if Jeff also prefers to maintain some level of career
that is outside the control of his mercurial young friend but doesn’t
inquire. “So, I need somebody to train the horses. Somebody who knows
what he’s doing, and who I know I can trust.” Evan smiles. “Naturally, I
thought of you.”

Jeff takes over a little. “I know it sounds a little flaky, like he’s just
playing around, and he’ll drop it all for the next shiny thing he sees.” Evan
shoots Jeff a look, and the man shrugs. “Sorry, kid, but that’s how it
sounds.” He turns his attention back to Dan. “But it’s really not like that.”
He pulls out a thick leather portfolio and passes it across the table to Dan.
Dan looks inquisitively at Jeff, who just nods at the book. “Have a look.”

Dan opens it up. It’s full of press clippings, letters of reference,
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testimonials... all evidence of the business acumen and responsibility of
Evan T. Kaminski. Evan looks embarrassed, but Jeff just grins. “Evan was
born rich, no doubt about that. But he’s been in charge of the family, and
the family business, for the last six years. In that time, he’s impressed a lot
of people.” Jeff reaches over and grips Evan by the back of the neck,
shaking him gently. “But it’s not always easy for a gorgeous twenty-six-
year-old to get people to take him seriously.” Jeff’s grip on Evan’s neck
tightens a little. “Especially when he lets his dick lead him around about
fifty percent of the time. So we put the portfolio together.”

Evan looks sheepish, although he hasn’t disagreed with anything,
including the dick remark. “We did our homework on the eventing thing,
Dan.” He passes another bundle of papers across the table, and Dan looks
down at spreadsheets, financial projections... a blur of information that
makes his own envelope of homework seem paltry by comparison. Dan
takes a moment to glance over the numbers. He’s never had much interest
in the business side of horses, but the papers look reasonable, and are
projecting a modest profit by the fifth year. He notes that the salary
allowed for the head trainer is significantly more than he’d made even
back when Karl and Molly were paying him his full salary, and that there
are generous allowances for other staff as well.

He looks up to see the two men watching him expectantly. “Okay,
yeah. This looks good, I guess. But... look, Chris said the contract with
the Kaminskis requires that you be able to find a suitable trainer. There’s
lots of people out there who would love to be part of an operation like this.
Are you really going to let this deal fall apart just because you can’t hire
me? Or is that just a bluff?”

“We never actually said that we’d walk away without you, Dan.”
Evan explains. “But, yeah, it makes the deal a lot less attractive if you’re
not involved.” Evan sees Dan’s eyes narrow and speaks quickly. “I don’t
mean that in any sleazy way. And I’m sorry about the other night, for what
it’s worth. Jeff said it would complicate things, and I’'m sorry if it did.
But... we want you for the job because we want to be able to trust
whoever we hire. I don’t know enough about horses to really understand
what you’re doing, and Jeft’s busy. And I want this to be a fun, relaxing
little business... I mean, it’s going to be set up at my home, not in some
office somewhere. I don’t want to be worrying all the time about whether
my trainer’s cheating me, or cheating someone else.” Evan
absentmindedly rubs his neck where Jeff’s fingers had gripped. “So, if we
can’t find somebody we trust to do the job, we won’t go forward. And
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right now, you’re the only one we can think of who has the skills and has
our trust.”

Evan continues. “We understand that you’ve got commitments here,
and we respect that. We can be flexible about the starting date, or we can
figure out a way to get you enough time off that you can come back and
visit, or... whatever you need. Seriously.”

Jeff looks at Dan. “Ball’s in your court, Dan.”

Dan has to stop and think for a minute. He’s been impressed despite
himself. This job is a lot harder to turn down then he had expected it to be.
But he had a plan, and he doesn’t think anything’s happened to make it a
bad idea. So he takes a deep breath and pulls the envelope up onto the
table. He opens it up and takes out a photograph.

“That’s Monty. He’s a seventeen-hand Hanoverian gelding, full
brother to the mare that won Rolex two years ago, and he’s had the same
trainer. He’s only nine years old, and he’s already eventing—strongly—at
the Intermediate level. He has great breeding, he’s incredibly athletic, and
he’s brave and honest.” Dan pauses for a moment. The two men are
looking at him a little oddly, but he ignores them and pulls out another
photograph.

“This is Sunshine. She’s a Hanoverian, too, but a little smaller, only
sixteen hands. She’s got great bloodlines and could be a fantastic
broodmare, but she’s also capable of competing at a high level.” Dan is on
a roll now, and pulls out another photo. “This is Kip. He’s a Thoroughbred
stallion, came off the track, but he’s totally sound. He’s sixteen-one, eight
years old. He’s eventing at the Training level now, but he’ll be ready to
move up in a year at the most.” Another picture comes out. “Chaucer.
Hanoverian gelding, only six years old, so he’s still learning. He’s doing
really well over jumps, and seems to have the courage and strength to be
great at cross country. He’s got the balance and movement for top-level
dressage, as soon as he learns to stop fighting his rider.”

Dan pauses, and Evan jumps in. “Dan, we know all this. I mean, I'm
sure you know the horses better than we do, but we did check them out
before we made the offer.”

Dan nods, pulling out the other photographs as he speaks. “Okay,
and that’s what’s confusing me.” He fans the photographs out over the
table. “Because these horses? These are excellent horses. And the way I
look at it, if somebody has more money than God, and is genuinely
interested in eventing, and that person sees these horses? That person will
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not be able to stop himself from buying them. They’ve been handpicked,
carefully trained... this collection of horses is an eventer’s wet dream.”
Dan pauses and shakes his head a little. “I'm only interested in working
for somebody who has a genuine, strong interest in eventing. I'm only
interested in working for somebody who would buy these horses even if
he wasn’t sure exactly who was going to be training them.” Dan looks up
from the photographs and sees Evan staring at him intently. Jeff is sitting
back in his chair looking almost amused.

Dan decided he needs to wrap this up. “So, you can see why I'm
confused. You say you’re genuinely interested, but you’re going to pass on
horses like these just because you’re not sure who your trainer is going to
be? It doesn’t seem right to me.”

Evan leans forward and squints a little at Dan. “So, are you saying
that if I buy these horses you’ll definitely come and work for me?”

Dan shakes his head. “No, I'm saying if you don’t buy these horses,
I definitely won’t. If you do buy them... I'll give it some serious thought.”
Dan decides to be a little more generous. “The job sounds a lot better than
I thought it would,” he admits, “and I do appreciate the flexibility in terms
of my commitments here. I just....” He drops the businesslike facade and
finds himself speaking to Jeff instead of Evan. “I just don’t know which
way’s up right now. It’s been an insane few days, and if I have to rush into
a decision, I'm going for the option that keeps me as uncommitted as
possible.” Dan turns his attention to Evan. “So if you need an answer right
now, the answer is no. If you’re willing to wait a while, and if you’re
interested enough in the sport to invest in a damn fine string of horses....”
Dan shrugs, and then stands up and holds out his hand. “Thanks for lunch
and for the interest.”

Evan and Jeff both stand and shake his hand, and Jeff smiles at him a
little. “We’re in town for another day. I'll give you a call to let you know
how things are progressing.” Dan nods, and Jeff continues in a softer tone
of voice. “And, I don’t mean to step over a line, but... you have our
sympathies.” Dan just nods again, and then he has to get out of there. All
the horse talk had distracted him from thinking about Justin, but now it’s
threatening to take over again.

He heads out into the spring air and calls Robyn, as she had insisted
he do. She had loved the plan and had been the one to e-mail the
photographs to the copy place. She deserves to know that Dan hadn’t been
laughed out of the restaurant, at least.
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When that’s done, he finds himself at loose ends, again. He’s not
scheduled to work that night or the next, so he has literally nothing to do
for the next fifty-two hours. He can’t remember the last time he had that
sort of freedom, and it scares him a little. When he gets to the truck he
climbs in and points it toward Willowbrook. He finally has some maybe-
good news to tell Justin.
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chapter s

DAN sits in his usual chair, in his usual pose, leaning forward with his
arms braced against Justin’s bed. He’s just told Justin the whole story, the
sale of the horses, the job offer, the counter offer... but there is one more
thing he needs to explain.

He takes a deep breath before he continues. This is the hard part. For
once, Dan is almost glad that Justin can’t hear what he’s saying.

“The thing is—I might have had a chance, Justin. I really thought
about it. I thought I could use the California job as a way to convince your
parents to keep you alive. You know? I could say that I would take the job,
so they would get their money, as long as they agreed to not give up on
you.” He shrugs. “Even if they wouldn’t agree, at least I'd have tried
everything, right? I don’t want to give up on you just because they did.”

Dan pauses. This isn’t something he wants to say out loud. It isn’t
something he even wants to think. “But I didn’t do it, Justin. I don’t know
if that was the right thing or not. I just....” He’s choking up again, and he
wonders with some disgust if it’s possible to dehydrate from crying so
much. “I just wasn’t sure that they were wrong.”

He smoothes Justin’s hair away from his face, runs his fingers over
the neck and shoulders that used to be so strong. “I think maybe... I think
maybe they’re right. You’re gone. It doesn’t look like you are, but... the
doctors have tests, they say there’s nothing left. And, it’s been so long,
baby. More than a year now. I think... I think if you were going to make it
back, you would have done it.”

Dan’s almost sobbing now, but he wants to get the words out, wants
to say it at least once. “It doesn’t mean I don’t love you, Justin. You know
that. You know I always will. I just... I just don’t think you’re here
anymore, and I don’t think you’re coming back.” He reaches for a Kleenex
from the box by the bedside, blows his nose, and then takes a couple deep
breaths to try to regain control of himself. “If there was a chance, any
chance at all... you know I’d wait forever. You know that, right? You...
you knew that.” The verb tense seems wrong, but Dan thinks maybe it’s
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something he just needs to get used to.

“Your parents love you too. I was mad at them... or hurt or
whatever... that they didn’t bother to talk to me before they... before they
decided to let you go. They’re big talkers on the family thing, I guess,
but... maybe I was just being pathetic, thinking they’d care about me just
because you do. Did.” Yeah, did. Dan tries to wrap his mind around that.

“Anyway... they love you, and they’re doing what they think is
right. And... I don’t know. Maybe I think it’s right too.” He leans over and
kisses Justin’s forehead. “It doesn’t mean I’'m going to stop coming to see
you, and it doesn’t mean I'm gonna stop hoping for a miracle. But... I've
got to start figuring out how to say goodbye.”

He stands and wishes there was an attached bathroom so he could
wash his face without having to go out in the hall and see people. Then he
laughs at himself a little. If he’s going to start having wishes come true,
he’s got more important things to protect than his vanity.

“Okay, Justin, I'm heading out now. I’'ll be back in... I'm gonna try
to start coming less often. I'll be back in a few days, okay? The nurses
have my number. They’ll call if anything goes wrong.” Dan thinks of the
calls he’s received in the past, letting him know about Justin’s health
crises. With the DNR order in place, he probably won’t be getting another
call like those. The next time the hospice phones him, he thinks, they’ll be
telling him that Justin is gone.

He pops into the bathroom on his way to the truck. He splashes cold
water on his overheated face and takes a moment to collect himself. Then
he walks to the truck and is just opening the door when his phone rings.
It’s the hotel number, so he picks up. “Hello.”

“Dan? It’s Jeff.”

“Hey, Jeff, how are you?” It’s only been a few hours, so Dan expects
Jeff is still just fine, but he has to open the conversation somehow.

“I'm tickled pink, Dan.” Dan doesn’t think he’s ever heard a grown
man use that idiom, but Jeff seems comfortable with it.

“Oh? About anything in particular?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. A good friend of mine has just gone off to
finalize a deal to buy a string of really excellent horses, and I’'m excited
that I’'m going to get a chance to work with them.”

Dan hadn’t realized how tense he’d been about the deal until he feels
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his body react to hearing the good news. He opens the door of his truck
and sits sideways on the seat, his feet still out the door. “Are you serious?”

“I don’t joke about horses, Dan.” Jeff’s voice is warm, as if he can
read Dan’s reaction and understand the reasons behind it. Dan may not be
pleased with Karl and Molly right now, but he still cares about them and
really wants them to be as happy as they can be. He especially doesn’t
want any decision he made to be the cause of their unhappiness.

“That’s great, Jeff, really. Thanks for letting me know—it’s really
good news.” Dan doesn’t know where the next idea comes from, but he
decides to go with it. “Look, Jeff, 'm about an hour out of town, but...
would you be free in a bit, maybe to get a drink or something?” Dan
panics suddenly. Did that sound like he was asking Jeff out, like he was
trying to work his way into whatever Jeff and Evan have going on? “It’s
nothing big, I'd just... I'd appreciate a little advice, or... I don’t know,
exactly.” He’s just thinking of ways to back out of the invitation gracefully
when Jeff speaks.

“Sure. That sounds good. Do you want to meet in the hotel bar, in
about an hour?”

“Yeah, or, you know, if it’s a nuisance, don’t worry about it....”

“Dan, it’s alcohol, and it’s right downstairs. Couldn’t be less of a
nuisance.” Jeff sounds amused. Dan is getting a little sick of amusing this
guy, but he knows he has to blame himself for that, not Jeff.

“Yeah, right. Okay, the hotel bar, in about an hour. I'll see you
there.” Dan hangs up the phone and shakes his head. He doesn’t think he’s
ever been less smooth in his life, and he’s honestly not even sure what he’s
hoping to get from Jeff.

He’s made the drive back to town so many times it’s almost
automatic now, although he does have to pay a little attention to keep the
truck from driving itself to the barn. It’s strange to think that he may never
go back to the place where he spent so much time over the past five years.

When he gets to the hotel and goes inside, Jeff is there waiting for
him. He’s at the bar, but when Dan arrives he stands. “We can get a table,
if you like.”

“No, the bar’s fine.” Dan sits down and asks the bartender for a beer.
He feels a little awkward, but Jeff seems to be taking things in stride. They
sit on adjacent stools and swivel a little in, so they can look at each other if
they want to, but not make it obvious if they want to look away. It reminds



dark horse 53

Dan of standing at the edge of the paddock with Justin, leaning on the
fence and speculating about the horses. He pulls himself out of that
thought when Jeff speaks.

“So, I got another call from Evan. It sounds like things are going
smoothly with the sale. He should have it all wrapped up in time for
dinner.”

Dan nods. “That’s great. It’s... I was a bit nervous.”

Jeff smiles. “I would think you would be, playing with someone
else’s money like that. But you didn’t let it stop you from making your
case, so... unpleasant for you but not something that anyone else has to
worry about.” He takes a sip of his drink. “And you impressed Evan, even
more than you had before. We went into this thinking you were talented
and honest, and now we know you’re smart too.” Jeff smiles warmly at
Dan. “It’s made him even more determined to hire you.”

Dan groans a little. “I guess that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.
I mean... I love the horses, and it’d be great to keep working with them.
And it looks like you’re going to be building a top-notch facility, so that’d
be good too. And I appreciate that you’re trying to find ways to make it
work with... with Justin.” He shrugs. “It just all seems a little... intense.”
He thinks about his words. “Evan seems a little intense.”

Jeff nods, and seems to think for a moment before speaking. “Evan’s
parents died six years ago, and he had to grow up pretty fast. Had to take
over the family business, and take care of his sister. He’s done well by
going after what he wants and not letting anything get in his way, but he
hasn’t learned a whole lot of subtlety yet. That’s how he is with business,
and that’s how he usually is with his sex life.” Jeff grins at Dan’s wry
eyebrow. “But he’s a pussycat with his friends, and his sister has him
wrapped around her little finger.”

Jeff looks appraisingly at Dan. “When you first met him, in the barn
the day we looked at Monty—did he seem too intense then?”

Dan thinks back. “No, actually, he just seemed like a guy. Like a
pretty good guy.”

“That’s Evan in family mode—Ilaidback, polite, friendly.” Jeff smiles
to himself. “I respect business-Evan, but it’s family Evan that’s the real
draw.”

This seems like the perfect opening to ask more about Jeff’s
relationship with Evan, but Dan holds back. He and Jeff are friendly, but
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they’re not really friends. “So, which Evan would I be dealing with at the
barn?”

Jeff smiles. “He’s serious about finding a way to make the thing
make money, but he’s mostly setting it up as a hobby for his sister. As long
as she’s interested, it’ll be family mode. And if she loses interest and it
becomes solely a business venture, you’ll rarely see him. The boy’s
running a multi-billion-dollar privately held corporation. A few horses are
not going to be significant enough for him to devote much time to. He’ll
just assign you to some manager at the office, and you’ll see Evan once a
year at the Christmas party.” Jeff grins. “And he’ll have too much eggnog
and make an inappropriate advance. You’ll shoot him down as a drunk
playboy, and you’ll go back to your horses the next day, no harm no foul.”

Dan shakes his head. “Does he not worry about sexual harassment
lawsuits?”

Jeff grins. “Actually, he’s usually really good at keeping it out of the
office.” Jeff’s grin gets just a little wolfish as he adds, “Can’t imagine
what got into him with you.”

Okay, Dan’s going to take that as an excuse to pry a little. “It doesn’t
bother you? Him sleeping around?”

Jeff doesn’t look surprised by the question, and just shakes his head.
“We both like it this way. We’re... we’re committed, I guess, but... we
both travel a lot, and neither of us is looking to be tied down to just one
person.” He shrugs. “It works. We get along well, with just enough of a
daddy kink to keep it interesting. So no drama lurking there, either, if
that’s what you’re worried about.”

Strangely, Dan finds that he isn’t curious about the relationship
because he’s trying to avoid drama, and he isn’t curious because he’s
interested in Evan. It’s Jeff that has him intrigued—Jeff, with his calmness
and his compassion, with his warm smile and laughing eyes. Dan isn’t
sure what to do with this. He’s had flashes of attraction since Justin’s
accident, but he’s never, in the words he remembers from a Catholic
family he’d once lived with, entertained the thoughts. Really, Dan’s kept
his thoughts more faithful after the accident than they ever were before
Justin’s injury. And given the events of the last few days, Dan is surprised
that he’s able to feel much of anything other than numbness.

Jeff’s phone rings, and he glances at the call display. “It’s Evan—
mind if I get it?” Dan shakes his head, and Jeff flips the cell open. “Hey,
kid, how’d it go?” There’s a pause before Jeff says, “Congratulations.
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They really are beautiful horses.” Jeff smiles and nods at Dan, who smiles
in return and then goes back to pretending not to hear the conversation.
“Yeah, he’s still here. I dunno, hang on.” Jeff takes the phone away from
his mouth. “Evan wants to know if he can join us for a drink. He’s booked
a flight back to California for tonight, so he’d like to check in with you
before he goes.”

Dan raises his hands. “Yeah, of course he can.” It’s nice that they
bothered to ask, but Dan really wonders how often people say ‘no’ to Evan
Kaminski.

“He says ‘of course’,” Jeff tells Evan. “And I’ve been telling him
that you’re not a total jackass, so make sure you mind your manners.”
Jeff’s laugh is warm and intimate, and Dan has a quick flash of jealousy.
He’s shocking himself with this. Two hours ago he’d been crying at his
lover’s bedside, and now he’s getting possessive about the affection of a
virtual stranger? He’d told Justin he was going to find a way to say
goodbye, but this really wasn’t the method he’d had in mind.

Jeff hangs up and tells Dan, “He’s on his way up from the lobby.”

Dan nods and plays with the label of his beer bottle. He’s feeling
awkward again, anticipates feeling a little strange around Evan, now that
Dan’s realized that he’s got a bit of a crush on the man’s boyfriend.

Evan appears in the doorway, and Dan stands to greet him. They
shake hands, and then Evan reaches out and gently grips Jeff’s shoulder.
Dan remembers having little coded greetings like that with Justin, and his
emotion this time isn’t quite jealousy, but he’s not sure what else to call it.

“There’s a booth free over there... do you guys want to grab it?”
Evan is already moving toward the booth, and Dan feels a burst of
resentment. He and Jeff were doing fine at the bar, and then Evan had to
come along and ruin it. Dan squelches that idea fast—it’s insane to start
imagining a relationship between himself and Jeff, and if the new job has
any chance of working out, Dan needs to go into it with a better frame of
mind. And he knows that three people sitting in a row is not a good
conversation layout, so it’s not like he can find a fault in Evan’s
suggestion.

Dan stays behind long enough to settle the bar tab, over Jeff’s polite
objection, and then the two of them follow obediently in Evan’s wake. Jeff
slides in next to Evan, and that leaves Dan to sit on the other side, staring
at both of them. He really misses sitting at the bar.
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Evan seems pleased with the situation, though. He smiles
expansively. “So, everything went really smoothly this afternoon, and I
think you’re going to like my new plan.” He looks at Dan as if he expects
the admiration to begin flowing immediately, but doesn’t seem at all put
out by Dan’s blank look.

“Well, the facilities aren’t totally ready for us in California—the
barn’s in good shape, but they’re still working on the new rings and the
cross-country course. Apparently getting the right footing is a big deal?”
He looks at Dan for confirmation, and he just nods. Hopefully Evan
already knows that, or he’s not doing a very good job of supervising
construction. “And Karl and Molly don’t think they can be out of their
house for at least a month. They’ve got to find somewhere else to live,
pack up... whatever. So the new plan is for the horses to stay at the barn
for another month or so. I can pay enough in rent to offset the loss from
the developers, and you can keep working the horses just like you have
been.” Evan smiles. “I mean, I'm hoping you’ll agree to take the job for at
least that long. It can be a sort of tryout phase, you know? Tat’ll probably
want to fly out for a weekend or two and get some riding in, but otherwise
it’ll be just like it always was, but I'll be signing your pay checks.”

Dan notices himself searching for a flaw in the plan, just so he can
have the fun of pointing it out to Evan, but he has to admit he can’t find
anything, and he chides himself for being petty. Evan has gone out of his
way to make this work for Dan, and he deserves at least a little
appreciation. “Uh, yeah, that sounds good, I guess.” He frowns a little.
“Are Karl and Molly still going to be working there? If it’s just Robyn and
me, that’s not really enough staff for twenty-three horses, not if we’re
going to be training them.”

Evan nods. “I mentioned that to Karl and Molly, and they seemed
willing to put in some time, but I told them I’d have to discuss it with you,
that you’d have final say over hiring. Same with Robyn—she’ll get her
severance pay from Karl and Molly regardless, but if you want to hire her
again that’s up to you. It’s short term work, of course, unless you want to
try to bring them out to California with you....” Evan catches himself and
smiles winningly. “Assuming you decide to come. We can talk about that
more after we see how this goes.”

Evan pulls a sheaf of papers out of his briefcase and passes them to
Dan. “That’s a contract for your own employment, totally open-ended for
now—either side can end the contract for any reason at any time. Not that
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I anticipate having to use that clause, but my lawyers’ eyes were bleeding
when I suggested that we put the terms in for you and not for us. And the
next sheet has some names you should know. Payroll and purchasing will
go through the central office, but I don’t want you to get drowned in
bureaucracy, so you can just call that number and speak to Becky, and
she’ll take care of what you need. And the other name is Linda Davis—
she’s my executive assistant, she knows everything that’s going on
everywhere at all times... it’s a bit scary. So if you need something Becky
can’t help you with, call Linda, and she’ll either help you herself or put
you through to me.”

Dan misses the tranquility of his conversation with Jeff. Evan isn’t
saying anything wrong, at all, but he’s just saying a lot. Again, Jeff notices
and tries to make things better.

He chuckles, and nods at Dan. “Another victim of Hurricane Evan.”
He points to Dan’s beer. “Drink up. I think my liver curses the day I met
the kid.” Dan takes a long pull on the bottle, and Jeff continues. “I think
the only decision you need to make right now is staffing, right?”” He looks
to Evan for confirmation, and Evan nods. The guy is trying so hard to
subdue his energy that Dan worries that his head might explode. “Robyn is
good, right?” Dan nods in confirmation, and Jeff continues. “And she’ll
probably be interested in continuing to work there?” Another nod. Jeff
pauses for a drink, and to let Dan catch up a little. Even with Jeff’s
guidance, things are still happening pretty fast.

“So it’s down to Karl and Molly.” Jeff gives Dan an assessing but
non-confrontational look. “Would it be uncomfortable for you to work
with them? Either because they used to be your bosses or because of any
personal issues?” Dan has to think about that one. He’s been in charge of
training the horses for quite a while, so he doesn’t think there would be
any change in the day-to-day dynamics of the barn. But he’s less sure
about the personal issues.

“How did they seem?” he asks Evan. “When you mentioned them
working at the barn—did they seem like they wanted to do it, or were they
just trying to do you a favor?”

Evan looks like he’s thinking about what to say, for a change.
“Honestly? I don’t mean to intrude on personal stuff, and I’m sure there’s
tons I don’t know and none of it’s any of my business.” Evan casts a look
at Jeff, as if the older man has had to remind him of these points a few
times. “But since you ask... from what I could see, they don’t care one
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way or another about the jobs. They just seemed to be interested in doing
whatever would make things easier for you.” Evan shoots a look at Jeff as
if he’s afraid he’s about to cross a line. “They seem like they really care
about you, and they seem upset about some sort of rift between you.”
Evan seems like he might want to say more, but Jeff raises an eyebrow
and Evan reconsiders. Dan notices the interplay—daddy kink indeed.

Then Dan is forced to consider the content of Evan’s appraisal. Dan
knows he needs to talk to Justin’s parents. He’s just not sure he knows
what to say.

“The deal closes tomorrow at midnight—we made it super fast
because the lawyers are worried that some horse could go lame or
something and all the valuations will fall apart. So you’ve got tomorrow to
figure out staffing.” Evan is back into hurricane mode. “Contact Becky in
the morning—TI’1l let her know to expect your call. You can set up wage
expectations with her—I’ll authorize a ten percent raise for Robyn... and
we could maybe set the Archer pay at halfway between yours and
Robyn’s?”” Dan nods. He guesses that makes sense. “Or, if you decide not
to hire them, you can use the equivalent amount of money to hire
whomever you need. If that’s not going to work out for some reason, give
Linda a call, and she’ll sort it out.” Evan’s on a roll, and Jeff just sits back
and watches him. “You’re welcome to move back into the apartment if
you like—I understand that it’s good to have some employee on site in
case there’s trouble at night, so if you don’t hire the Archers and you don’t
want to move back in, you should find someone else to live there,
probably. And you can buy whatever supplies are needed for day-to-day
operations; just send the invoices to Becky.” Evan pauses. “What else?
Am I micromanaging too much?”

Dan just raises an eyebrow. “No, I guess not. I think I know what I
need to do. I just....” Again he finds himself looking to Jeff rather than
Evan. “I just don’t have any experience with this side of things. I mean, I
know horses. That’s about it. The hiring and supplies and invoices and
executive damn assistants... I don’t really know anything about that stuff.”
He takes a deep breath, because he finds that when it comes down to it, he
really does want this job. He turns to Evan and says, “I think maybe you
should be looking for someone else for the job, if you want them to look
after all this stuff. I... I didn’t even graduate high school. I'm not saying I
can’t learn it, but for what you’re paying, you deserve to have somebody
who already knows it.”
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Evan looks thoughtfully at Jeff, who just shrugs. Evan grins as he
shakes his head. “That damned honesty, again, Dan! I love it! We can train
you for whatever you need to know, but we can’t train somebody else to
be a stand-up guy.”

Dan drains his beer. Evan is exhausting, but he makes it really hard
to not like him. “Okay, then. If that’s your call. Is there anything else we
need to talk about tonight?”

“Becky will probably have a list of things for you—she’ll want to set
you up with a laptop and a fax and God knows what else. But I think the
big stuff has been handled. You know what you’re doing tomorrow?”

“Calling Becky and figuring out staffing,” Dan recites obediently.

“Okay, then, I think we’re good.” Jeff stands up as Dan does, and
Evan shuffles out of the booth to join the line for handshakes.

“It was really good to meet you, Dan.” Evan says. “I'm really
looking forward to luring you out to California!” Dan just laughs, and tries
not to look awkward as he turns to Jeff.

Jeff has pulled a pen out of Evan’s briefcase and reaches out for the
sheaf of papers Dan has been given. He finds the page with the phone
number, and writes another two on it. “Those are my numbers, home and
cell. If you have any questions or need to talk, about horses or whatever,
give me a call.” Evan is looking at Jeff a little curiously, but Dan just nods
and shakes Jeft’s hand.

“Okay, well, it was good to meet you both.” Dan represses the
strange urge to wave to the two men and instead turns and makes his way
out of the bar. It’s odd to think that earlier that day he was thinking he
might never see the barn again, and now he’s going back to living and
working in it. At least for a while longer. He decides to ask Robyn if he
can stay another night with her, and then gives serious thought to trying to
get her to go out to California with the horses.

It still doesn’t feel right to think of going out there himself, not
without Justin. But he knows that nowhere is going to feel right without
Justin: not Kentucky, not California, not anywhere. He’s not sure whether
it would be easier to be alone in a familiar setting or in a new
environment. The big change, he realizes, is going to be trying to live
without Justin. Everything else is just a petty detail.
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chapter s

ROBYN readily agrees to keep working at the barn, even before Dan
mentions the raise. And she’s kind enough to not look overjoyed when
Dan tells her that he’ll be getting off her couch the next day. Then she’s
the one who raises the problem of other staff.

“I don’t know....” Dan leans back on her couch and runs both hands
through his hair in frustration. “Is it just going to be weird if Karl and
Molly come back? Evan said they weren’t too enthusiastic, and it’s not
like they need the money anymore. I don’t want them there just to do a
favor for me, you know?” Dan thinks for a moment. “You’ve gotten really
good at riding—if I worked with you, you could take over a few horses a
day, right?”” Robyn looks a little hesitant. “I mean, if I found someone else
to do the job you’ve been doing. It’d be easier to find a replacement for a
stable hand than for a trainer.”

Robyn’s tentative. “It sounds great, Dan, and you know I’ve been
looking to move more into that side of things. But... are you ever going to
deal with Karl and Molly? You guys were all really close—are you just
going to let that go?”

Dan tries not to show too much of his frustration. It isn’t Robyn’s
fault, after all. “I don’t know that we ever were all that close. I mean, 1
thought we were, too, but really it was just Justin. Without him... I’'m just
some guy who used to ride their horses.” He pauses. “And that would be
fine, as long as everyone admits that’s all there is. But if anyone keeps
pretending that there’s more to it, it’s just going to be awkward. You
know?”

Robyn sighs. “I think you’re taking things the wrong way, maybe. |
mean, they always say that you’re like part of the family.”

“Yeah, I think they mean Chris. He’s the one they talked to when it
really mattered.” Dan takes the bitterness out of his tone and smiles
apologetically. “I’ve been ‘like part of the family’ before, Robyn... it
never lasts. People say the dog is like part of the family, right before they
get rid of it because one of the real kids gets allergies.”
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Robyn looks at him sadly. “So that’s it? You just pack up and move
on, and leave it all behind?”

“I’'m not the one who packed up! I was sticking it out!” Dan shakes
his head in frustration. “But if everyone else is packed and gone—sorry,
I’m not going to hang around and wait for them to come back.” The words
remind him of Justin. “Nobody’s coming back, Robyn.”

He stands up suddenly and moves around the small living room.
“But you’re right; I should at least talk to them. Make sure they don’t want
the jobs for themselves. I mean, I can’t see why they would, but since
Evan mentioned it to them, I’d better follow up, I guess.”

Robyn nods. “Tomorrow’s my day off, so I guess they’ll be at the
barn most of the day... you could talk to them there.” She stands, too, and
walks over to Dan. “I was thinking of going out to see Justin. It’s been a
while, and I thought... I thought maybe I should....”

“Say goodbye?” Dan says softly, with a gentle smile.

Robyn tears up almost instantly and turns away. “God, Dan, I'm
sorry. If I feel like this, how must you feel?”

“No, Robyn, don’t be sorry!” He reaches out and gently turns her to
face him. He tilts her face up and uses his thumbs to brush the tears away,
but they’re instantly replaced by new ones. “Everybody loves him, I know
that. It’s not easy for anybody.” She buries her face in his shoulder, and he
brings his arms around her, rocking her a little. ““You’ll be okay. We’ll all
be okay.” He hopes that if he says it enough, he’ll start to believe it too.

It’s not long before Robyn pulls away, and Dan finds that he misses
the warmth of contact after she’s gone. “Sorry,” she mutters. “I’'m good
now.... Hey, if this is your last night here, I'm gonna make dinner for us,
okay? Anything in particular you’d like?”

Dan laughs. “Robyn, who do you think you’re talking to? I know
what you cook... I’ve got a choice between tofu stir fry, tofu spaghetti, or
that tofu-chickpea-potato thing... which is really good, actually. Have you
got the ingredients for that?”

Robyn’s eyes are still red, but she raises her head jauntily. “As a
matter of fact, [ do.” She takes his hand and pulls him toward the kitchen.
“You can chop up the onion—I’ve cried enough for one day.”

They cook and eat and go to bed early, and the next morning Dan
wakes up and showers, makes coffee for Robyn, and then heads to the
barn before he can change his mind.
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He pulls up and opens the door of the truck, and takes a deep breath
of the horse-y air. He wonders what it says that the smell of manure makes
him feel at home. Most of the horses are already outside, and Dan walks
over to the paddock where Monty and some of the other geldings are
picking lazily at the short grass. Dan whistles and they all look up... and
then go back to their grazing. Apparently they didn’t miss him as much as
he missed them. He ducks through the wood-slat fence and walks over to
Monty.

Once he gets close, Monty raises his head and looks at Dan with a
warm eye, and then takes a few steps forward to meet him. Monty snuffles
at Dan’s pockets and then hangs his head over his shoulder so that Dan can
lift his hands to scratch both sides of Monty’s neck at once. “Hey, buddy.
How’ve you been?” Dan has always talked to horses. Justin said it wasn’t
strange to falk to horses, but it was a little strange to ask them questions.
But then he’d kissed the back of Dan’s neck and wrapped his arms around
Dan’s chest, so it really didn’t seem like a criticism. “Do you want to go
for a ride, buddy? Huh? We can’t go today, but tomorrow, I’'m back. We’ll
go up along the ridge, maybe. Does that sound good? And you can splash
in the mud down by the pond too. It’ll be an all-terrain day, my friend!”

Monty snorts a little and backs up enough to be able to rub his
forehead gently against Dan’s chest. Dan answers the request by bringing
his hands up and rubbing Monty’s face vigorously. The gelding’s coat is
clipped short, but he’s still shedding a little, and his face is apparently
itchy. Monty leans into it, and angles his head so that Dan hits all the right
spots. Finally, Dan slaps Monty’s neck to let him know the massage is
over, and then turns back toward the barn.

At some point during Monty’s scratch-fest, Karl and Molly have
apparently become aware of Dan’s arrival, and they’re standing by the
fence waiting for him. That’s not bad, Dan decides. There are more
distractions outside. Still, he’s not exactly looking forward to the
conversation.

He walks toward them, squinting into the morning sun. He aims for
the fence a panel down from where they’re standing and ducks through,
then walks over to stand next to them, all three resting their arms on the
top rail and watching the horses.

“Congratulations on the sale.” Dan finally says. “I didn’t hear a
number, but Chris seemed to think it was a good price.”

Karl nods and clears his throat. “It was an excellent price.”
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“Well, they’re excellent horses.” Dan replies. “Monty’s gonna be
totally bald if he keeps shedding like that, but, otherwise....”

Molly laughs a little. “Well, as long as it doesn’t happen before
midnight tonight, we’re okay.” She turns toward Dan a little, but he keeps
staring out at the horses. “We wanted to thank you, Dan. For taking the
job, making the deal happen....”

Karl interrupts gently. “We didn’t want Chris to tell you. We didn’t
want you to feel at all obliged. But he said you needed to know all the
information, that we’d gone wrong the last time by not telling you enough,
not keeping you in the loop.”

Now it’s Dan’s turn to interrupt. “No, wait, it didn’t happen that way.
Evan bought the horses because he wanted the horses. I told him I’d think
about the job, but I didn’t commit to anything. I didn’t even say I’d do this
month until after he’d already bought them.” Dan glances over at the
others. “Seriously. I didn’t... they’re just good horses, and he wanted
them.”

Karl and Molly exchange skeptical looks, and Dan sees them. “Don’t
you think they’re good horses? I mean, he’d be crazy to not want them,
right? And it’s not like he’s short on cash—and he’s got a pretty good plan
for making the business work, I think.”

Molly raises an eyebrow, and Dan feels like an idiot. “I mean,
obviously I don’t really know much about the business stuff. It was all
spreadsheets and whatever... but a guy like Evan, he’d know what he was
talking about, right?”

“Dan, I'm sure you could judge his plan! I wasn’t surprised by that, I
was just... you seem to have spent a fair bit of time with him.” Molly
gives him an inquisitive look, and Dan feels defensive again. Can she
really think that he’d cheat on Justin, with Evan or anybody else?

“Not that much time, really.” Dan knows his voice sounds cold, and
he really doesn’t care. “But he did mention that he’d talked to you about
working out here for the next month, just keeping things running as they
were.”

Molly seems to withdraw, so Karl steps up. “He mentioned it. We
said we’d be happy to help out however you need.”

Dan doesn’t really like people thinking he needs charity. “Well, I'm
sure we’ll be fine either way. Robyn’s staying, and she knows the system
as well as anybody, so we can just hire some general laborers if we have
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to. I figured you might be busy packing up the house and finding a new
place. But if you want to stay, of course the jobs are yours.” He pauses for
breath. “I told Robyn she could do more riding, so we’d have to shuffle
around a bit to share out the barn chores, but... yeah, if you want another
month, that’d be great.” He hopes that was balanced enough. His spine is
crawling at the thought of having conversations this awkward every day,
but he knows that Karl and Molly would be really useful, and he knows
that it would be rude to not give them the option.

“Well, we are going to be pretty busy getting the house packed
up....” Dan starts to talk, to say it’s no problem, but Karl raises a hand to
stop him. “But we’d like to see it through here, as well. I mean, this place
is our life’s work. Those horses—I know you worked hard on them, Dan,
but we did, too, and... well, it just doesn’t seem right, somehow, to have
them all still here, without us being involved somehow.” Karl sounds a
little choked up, and Dan is reminded that they had always planned to
leave the farm to Justin. They’re sad to see it go, but that’s nothing
compared how they must feel about the reason they’ve had to sell. “So, if
it’s okay with you, we’d like to keep working here until the horses go.”

Molly steps around Karl and puts her hand on Dan’s forearm. “We’d
really like to have some more time with you too. We know... we know we
didn’t treat you fairly, deciding about Justin without talking to you. It
honestly... we just had one terrible, horrible night of talking, and by
morning we’d made up our minds. And once we’d decided, we couldn’t go
back, couldn’t go through all that again.” Molly is crying a little, and Dan
only hopes he can keep himself under control.

He looks out at the horses for a minute and doesn’t talk until he
knows that his voice will be level. “I understand. And I don’t really
disagree with the decision. I'm sorry I yelled at you about it.”

Karl is crying now too. “We’re going to lose our son. We know that
now. We just—" Karl makes a move as if to hug him, but Dan jerks back a
little. He didn’t plan to. He doesn’t want to hurt them, but....

Karl’s arms fall to his sides and he continues in a more subdued tone.
“We just don’t want to lose you too.”

This isn’t fair, Dan thinks. They can’t say he’s family, and then treat
him like he’s not, and then try to say he is again... he needs to maintain
control over this, needs to remember that they’re emotional and not
thinking about what they’re saying.

He takes a small step backward. “No, of course not. You’re not
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losing me.” He plasters a smile on his face. It doesn’t matter what he says,
it just matters what he feels, and he can keep himself from feeling
anything for them if they’ll just stop crowding him. “It’ll be good to work
together. No problem, everything’s good.”

Molly looks like he’s said exactly the wrong thing, but he really
doesn’t know how to help her. He tries for a subject change. “I was
thinking that Sunshine should probably get some more time on hills—
work on her fitness, help her get her legs under her. Robyn could probably
do that a few days a week, right?”

Karl and Molly look a little stunned by the new topic. Dan knows
that the segue wasn’t exactly smooth, but he really can’t handle any more
crying, so he charges on. “Is Casey still sore in front? We’re going to have
to get a good farrier for him. Next time Scott’s here, maybe we could ask
if he knows anybody out in California. In the meantime, though, is he
sound to work?”

Karl takes a moment, but he manages to get back on track. “Uh...
yeah, maybe, as long as we keep it light.”

Dan continues making plans with Karl, and eventually Molly joins
back into the conversation. They agree to keep the work schedules as they
were, although all three of them will make a point of spending more time
on barn duties in order to free up some of Robyn’s time for riding. It
seems a bit weird that Dan will be shoveling more shit after getting his
new job than he did before, but he’s not willing to go back on his offer to
Robyn, and the Archers seem to understand.

Once everything is figured out, he leaves them and heads back to
town. He knows that Karl and Molly weren’t totally satisfied with the
conversation, but he’s really not sure what he could have done differently.

He calls Becky in California and is blown away by her efficiency.
She has already arranged to have a variety of office equipment shipped to
Louisville. He just needs to give her an address and the delivery will be
there in a couple of hours. She collects information on names of the staff,
and asks him to collect some basic inventory information on what’s in the
barn. Dan agrees to it all without too much thought.

He also calls his boss at JP’s and asks to be taken off the schedule as
soon as possible. Seeing the horses again that morning had made it clear to
Dan that he was always going to want to work in the horse business, and
with Kaminski paying him, he doesn’t need to worry about making it from
paycheck to paycheck, so the bartending job is no longer necessary. His
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boss isn’t thrilled. It was only a couple days earlier that Dan had been
asking for more shifts. But bartenders are not known for their long-term
reliability, so the man doesn’t seem too shocked and says that Dan doesn’t
need to come in at all anymore.

Then Dan drives to the University of Louisville and finds the
bookstore. He’s intimidated even walking into the place, but he finds a
helpful sales clerk and asks for the textbooks for the first year business
program. She asks a few questions and helps him find what he’s looking
for, and he walks out a few minutes later with three hundred dollars’ worth
of heavy, boring-looking books. He’s not really looking forward to reading
them, but he doesn’t want to mess up with his new responsibilities.

He’s tempted to go out to Willowbrook with them. If he’s just
reading, it doesn’t really matter where he is. But he remembers his
resolution to stop visiting so often, so he goes to Robyn’s instead, picks up
his stuff and heads out to the apartment over the barn. It doesn’t take long
to move back in, especially since he leaves most of his belongings packed
up. Then he takes the least offensive-looking book and heads downstairs
to find a seat at the picnic table. The book might be boring, and his life
might still be a little unsettled, but he can see the horses from where he’s
sitting, and the sun’s warm on his shoulders. Sometimes, you just take
what peace you can find.
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chapter 1o

DAN is surprised by how smoothly things go over the next couple weeks.
There are a few awkward moments with Karl and Molly, but it’s not nearly
as bad as he’d thought—as long as they have horses to think about, they’re
all able to work calmly together. Robyn does well with her new
responsibilities, and Dan finds that parts of the business textbooks are
actually fairly interesting.

He has a couple of phone conversations with Linda Davis, Evan’s
executive assistant, and finds her warm and charming, not at all the hyper-
efficient robot Evan had suggested she was. Dan wonders if the poor
woman has had to adopt a cold persona around her employer just to keep
his enthusiasm under some sort of control. She keeps Dan up to date on
the construction schedule in California, and then calls to see if they can
arrange a time for him to come out to inspect the site and help them with
hiring.

“I'm not even sure if I'm going to be coming out with the horses,
though,” Dan reminds her. “Right now, I still need to be here.” It feels
ghoulish to clarify the reasons behind his indecision, seems ugly to say
that he will only move to California if Justin is dead. He doesn’t even like
to think about the implications of that himself. Now that he’s admitted that
he wants the job, does that mean that he has a reason to want Justin to die?
Dan has a growing understanding of why the Archers wanted to make sure
that money wasn’t a factor before they made their decision to let Justin go.

“Well, I think Evan is hoping to take advantage of your expertise
even if it’s not a long-term arrangement,” Linda says smoothly. “He’d like
to get your opinion of what’s been done at the barn, and what else needs to
be done. And he’s also planning to get your help in evaluating the skills
and credentials of the candidates for the jobs.” Dan can hear the smile
come into her voice. “I think he’s also hoping that once you see the place
you’ll want to come back. But that’s really not the main reason for the
trip.”

“Well, sure, then, I can come out. Do you have dates in mind?”
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“The ads have already been posted for the positions, and we’ve
gotten a good response. Evan asked me to fax the applications to you for
review, and then as soon as you get back to me with the names of the
candidates you’d like to see, I can have someone set up the interviews.” It
occurs to Dan that Linda is probably working well below her pay grade,
placing want ads and coordinating travel for a bunch of horse people. He
wonders why this project merits special attention from Evan’s own
assistant, and the answers he comes up with make him uncomfortable but
also a little flattered.

“Sure, yeah, that sounds good.” Dan remembers something. “Oh,
wait—I was talking to Robyn, the woman who looks after the horses here,
and does some training... and she’d be interested in moving out, having
one of the jobs.” Robyn had just broken up with her boyfriend, and when
Dan mentioned the possibility of her going to California with the horses,
her eyes had actually glowed. “Uh, I think that’d be good whether I come
or not—if I'm there, we work well together, and if I'm not, you’d have
someone who knows the horses.”

“All right, I can pass that along to Evan. I think he and Jeff Stevens
were hoping to sit in on the interviews, along with Tatiana—Evan’s trying
to use this project as a way to get her more involved with the family
businesses. But I expect they’d be interested in hiring someone you
recommend, even if they don’t have the chance to interview her
themselves.”

And only three days later, Dan finds himself being picked up in an
airport limo (really just a car, he’s relieved to see) and driven to the
Cincinnati airport. He’s never flown before. He’s traveled lots, at least
through North America, but at first he got around by hitchhiking, and later
he drove with horse trailers. He and Justin had talked about taking Willow
on the international circuit, but that was just one more thing that they
hadn’t gotten to do together.

The airport staff seem bored and vaguely hostile, but he manages to
make it through security and boarding without too much trauma. He’s a
little nervous about taking off, but when it comes, the acceleration is
nothing compared to what he’s felt on a horse. Karl has lent him a couple
books on horse farm management, and he’s taken the smallest one with
him. He doesn’t want the California people to see it and realize how little
he knows, but he also doesn’t want to sit around wasting time when he
could be learning something. This one is small enough that he can stuff it
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in his bag before he meets anyone.

Landing is a little scarier than taking off—again, the bumps and
deceleration are nothing compared to what he’s felt on a horse, but he’s
used to being more actively involved in the situation. It’s against his
nature to just sit there and trust that someone else will take care of things.
They do, though, and he follows the instructions to get him off the plane
and out to the arrivals area.

He had been told that someone would pick him up and to call Linda
if there were any problems. He realizes when he gets outside the security
gate that he has no idea how the person picking him up is supposed to
recognize him. He’s seen movies where drivers hold signs with their
passengers’ names on them, but he doesn’t see any signs, or anyone else
who’s looking as lost as he is.

He really doesn’t want to call Linda and bother her with this sort of
detail, but he also doesn’t want to be the idiot who stood around the
airport for hours when a simple phone call could have straightened things
out much earlier. He’s playing with his phone, trying to decide, when he
hears a voice boom out from behind him.

“Dan! Hey, sorry I'm late! Have you been waiting long?”” Dan turns
to see Evan, but not the Evan he’s used to. In Kentucky, Evan had dressed
to blend in, wearing jeans and button downs at his dressiest. Here, Evan is
wearing a medium gray suit with a crisp white shirt and a purple tie. His
hair is still a little long, but it looks carefully styled. For the first time, Dan
finds the other man a little intimidating.

Then Evan grins and the effect is lost. “I told Linda I could drive you
out, because I’d be at the airport anyway... but then my flight got delayed,
of course!” Dan notices that Evan has a carry-on of his own slung over his
shoulder, although Evan’s is the folding suit kind and Dan’s is a knapsack.

“No, it’s fine, I wasn’t waiting long,” he finally manages.

“Oh, good. Hey, it’s good to see you, man!” Evan looks like he
might be working up to a hug, but Dan shoves his hand out for a shake and
shoulder-slap instead. Evan doesn’t seem to notice the shift. “So, did you
check a bag or anything? No, me neither—I hate standing around
waiting.” Evan charges off through the crowd, and Dan just tries to keep
up. Once they’re out of the main building, Evan slows a little, and Dan
moves up beside him, watching as Evan loosens his tie and unbuttons his
collar. He sees Dan looking, and grins. “I really don’t like the suits. But
they do help people to take me a bit more seriously.”
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Dan nods, and then Evan’s burrowing through his suit jacket to find
his wallet, then the claim ticket for his car. “They have this valet service
for parking here... I swear, I don’t normally use it, I'm not a fat sixty-
year-old, but I was totally running late for my departure flight, so I just
wanted to dump the car and go....” Evan keeps up a running monologue as
they head for the parking garage. He gives the claim ticket to the valet
staff, and moments later they’re climbing into a Jeep Cherokee that’s not
much newer than Dan’s own truck.

Evan drives them out of the parking structure and into traffic. At the
first stoplight he takes his tie all the way off and tosses it into the back
seat. Then he rolls his shoulders a little, and Dan can see the way his
muscles move even through the suit jacket. Evan is slowly nodding.
“Damn, it’s good to be home.” Dan realizes that those are the first words
Evan has spoken since they got into the car. He wonders if this is what Jeff
was talking about, the transition between go-go-go business Evan and the
more laidback home version.

They drive in silence for another few blocks, and then Evan asks,
“Are you hungry, at all? I usually get a burger for the drive home.”

“Sure, yeah, that’s fine.”

They go through the In-and-Out drive through. The chain hasn’t
reached Kentucky yet, so Dan actually has to pay attention to the menu.
He finally just tells Evan to order two of whatever he’s getting. Evan
seems strangely pleased, as though he has finally earned Dan’s trust in at
least one tiny area.

After they get their food, Evan pulls into a parking spot. “I always
drop food all over myself if I try to eat while I drive,” he explains. “I'll eat
the burger first, then I can drive with the fries.”

Dan shakes his head. “No rush, man. I mean, as far as I know... are
we supposed to be somewhere?”’

Evan laughs, and then looks a little worried. “Probably. Linda
schedules things pretty tight.” He crouches down in his seat as if he thinks
she might be watching.

Dan fights the urge to giggle. The mighty Evan Kaminski is afraid of
his assistant. “Don’t worry, man, I’ll cover for you. Traffic?”

Evan grins ruefully. “I dunno... I use that one a lot.”
“Uh... late flights?”
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Evan almost whispers. “She checks the arrival times—they’re on the
internet.”

Dan looks at Evan, and then slides down a little lower in his own
seat.

They sit there, silently eating their burgers, Dan swallowing a giggle
with every bite.

When Evan is done with the burger, he tidies up the wrapper and
pulls the car out into traffic. Dan watches him drive. Evan is confident, but
he’s also polite, yielding to other cars and not getting frustrated by traffic.
When a minivan cuts in front of him and then slams on its brakes, Evan’s
right arm shoots out to catch Dan as they brake hard to avoid a collision.
Evan steers around the minivan and glances inside as he passes. He looks
over at Dan and shrugs. “Damn, he’s got a pack of kids in there—I bet
they’re driving him crazy!”

They head out of town. Evan shares occasional tidbits of information
about the places they pass, but mostly they’re quiet. Dan is surprised by
how fast San Francisco’s green lushness fades to dry scrub land, and he
mentions it to Evan.

“Yeah, with the mountains and the ocean out here, we’ve got about
seven different vegetation zones in a hundred mile radius.” Dan looks at
him oddly, and Evan laughs. “I used to want to be a climatologist.”

“Gave it up for the life of a billionaire businessman?”

Evan looks a little rueful, maybe even a little sad. “Didn’t have a
whole lot of choice, you know?”

Dan is reminded of what Jeff had said: that Evan had taken over the
family business after his parents had died. He wishes he’d looked into that
more. The information must be public record, wouldn’t have been hard to
find. But he’d been too wrapped up in his own pain to worry about anyone
else’s. Or would it have been intrusive to read about something that Evan
might prefer he didn’t know?

“Sorry.” Dan knows the word is inadequate.

Evan seems almost startled. “Oh, no, don’t worry about it! I mean, I
was going to end up doing the business stuff anyway, eventually. I just got
into it a bit faster than I thought I would.”

That isn’t what Dan is sorry about, but he lets it go.
Evan finishes the last of his fries and looks for somewhere to throw
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out the container. Dan wordlessly takes it from him and puts in the bag
with the other garbage. They drive for another few minutes, and then Evan
starts pointing out landmarks with more regularity. They leave the
highway and drive through a little town. Evan shows Dan a restaurant he
and Tatiana love, and the hardware store that has everything he’s ever
thought to ask for, even though it’s a quarter the size of a Home Depot,
and the bar he and Jeff go to most Saturdays to hear live music.

Dan knows Evan is trying to sell him on the town, but it doesn’t feel
pushy like it did in Kentuckys; it just feels sincere, like Evan loves it here
and wants Dan to love it too.

As they pull out on the far side of town, Evan slaps Dan’s shoulder
and points to the bleachers at the high school. “First kiss—right there.” He
nods sagely.

“You went to a public high school?”
“Uh, no.” Evan grins. “But she did.”

Dan digests that little bit of information, adds it to his growing
collection.

They leave town and turn onto an even smaller road, winding its way
through foothills covered in rough scrub and pine trees. They reach a sort
of plateau and Dan notices the fence stretching along the land on one side.
It’s vinyl, the kind that looks like wood but is stronger and wears longer,
and Dan notices that the post holes are all freshly dug. He doesn’t even
want to think about how much it cost to install a fence like that this far
away from any barn or buildings. Dan wonders if this is Evan’s property
or if the Kaminskis have neighbors just as rich as they are.

“Yeah, that’s the start of our property,” Evan says, as if he’d heard
Dan’s thoughts. “We’ve got about two hundred acres in this part, but then
we bought another hundred just attached at the corners. We’re building the
cross-country course over there, but we figured we’d fence the whole
place—if a horse gets loose, we’ll have to catch it, but at least we won’t
have to worry about it getting on the road.” Evan seems to be looking for
Dan’s approval.

“That’s great, man.” It’s a fairly standard system for large horse
farms, although Dan knows most of them don’t use the most expensive
type of fencing for their entire perimeters. “I’m looking forward to seeing
the rest of the place.”

“The guys have been working really hard. It won’t be completely
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done by the end of the month, but it’1l just be finishing touches left.”

Dan nods as Evan pulls off the road and starts down a long driveway.
There’s horse fencing on both sides now, and a large barn comes into view
on the left. There’s a gate leading to it, and Evan stops the car in front of
the drive. “We’re putting you up in the guest house, if you don’t mind. We
can get you a hotel room if you prefer, but it’d be a lot easier if you were
on site.”

“Sure, that’s fine.”

“Linda’s waiting for us at the house, but we can have quick look at
the barn first, if you want....”

“Well, if Linda’s waiting, shouldn’t we go see her? The barn’s not
going to go away if we make it wait a couple hours.”

Evan barks out a laugh. “Yeah, trust me... neither will Linda.”
Dan really wants to meet this woman.

Evan reluctantly puts the car back into gear and steers it up the
driveway. There’s a branch off to the right, and Evan gestures to it. “Guest
house is up there. We’ve got a couple extra cars around if you want to
borrow one, but if you stay on the property everything is pretty much
walking distance.” Evan suddenly gets animated. “Or we have golf carts! I
forgot about those, but they might be good—I think they’re in the garage,
maybe. Or there’s ATVs, if we want to go out to the cross-country course.
I don’t... I don’t actually know where those are, either, but I'm sure
somebody can find them.” Evan looks a little bashful. “That’s not what’s
going to happen with the horses, though. It’s like I said, the horses are a
business as well as a hobby, and I’'m much better at keeping track of
business.”

Dan nods. “That’s good... horses don’t do well if they get lost in the
garage.”

Evan just grins. “See, that’s the kind of expert information we flew
you out here for!”

There’s a bend in the road, and then Evan is pulling up in front of the
main house. The house isn’t actually as imposing as Dan was prepared for.
It looks big, but not huge.

Evan turns the car off and climbs out, snagging his bag from the
back seat. Dan does the same and then looks up to see the front door of the
house opened by a striking brunette. She’s dressed for business, but looks
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so comfortable in her suit that she could just as well have dropped over for
brunch. She comes down the steps toward them carrying a leather
portfolio.

Evan grins at her. “Can’t even wait for me to get inside, Linda?”

“Seems like I spend half my life waiting for you, Evan.” She hands
him a sheaf of papers from the portfolio. “You probably want to look at
these as soon as possible.” She turns to Dan and holds out her hand.

Evan remembers his manners. “Uh, Dan, this is Linda. Linda, Dan.”
Dan shakes her hand. “It’s really nice to meet you.”

“And you. Welcome to California!” She smiles warmly. “Have you
been out here before?”

“Uh, California, yes, but not this part. LA, mostly.”

Linda wrinkles her nose delicately. “Well, this is like a whole
different state, if not a different country.” She smiles to take any sting out
of her words, and then pulls another collection of papers out of her dossier.
“Don’t think I left you out... here’s what we’ve got scheduled for you
while you’re here. And there are also copies of the resumes of the people
we’ve arranged to have interviewed.”

“Linda, seriously, can’t you let us go inside first?”

She just shakes her head at Evan. “If I'd let you go inside, you would
have offered him a drink, and then you’d have wanted to show him
around, and you would have finished the tour by the pool and asked if he
wanted a swim, and by the time that was over it would have been dinner
time and you’d say it gives you indigestion to look at paperwork while
you eat.” She smiles again. “If I don’t catch you now, the day is wasted.”

Evan just shakes his head. Linda loops her arm through Dan’s and
leads him into the house. “Now, before Evan steals you away, I just need
you to enter any four-digit PIN you want in this computer. It’s our security
system, you can enter the code on any keypad on the property and it’ll
open the door for you.”

Evan grimaces. “And it tracks you, man! If she wants to know where
you are, she can find out the last door you opened. It’s Orwellian, and I
paid for it!”

“It’s an excellent security system, and if you would answer your
phone I wouldn’t have to track you down.”

Evan leafs through his papers while Dan enters his code, and then
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makes an apologetic face. “I actually do have to deal with these... Linda,
do you think you could show Dan around, get him settled in?”

She smiles. “I’d be happy to. And I can offer you a drink as well.”
She guides Dan down the hallway as Evan disappears through a door to
the left.

It turns out the house is a lot bigger than it looks. Dan thinks there
must have been a deliberate attempt to minimize its appearance from the
outside, with parts set back from each other, hidden by shrubs, and built
on different levels. There’s an indoor pool and an indoor lap pool in the
gym, and when they go outside there’s a huge terrace with another pool,
and Dan can see tennis courts around the corner. Linda sees him looking.
“Tatiana used to play every day, but for the past year or two it’s been all
about horses.”

“So you’ve worked with Evan for a while, then?”

“Oh, I’ve known him since he was a little boy. I used to be his
father’s assistant, got the job right out of university. It’s why I can boss
him around like I do. But don’t be taken in—I know that he’s in charge,
and on anything serious I listen to him. He just needs a firm hand to help
keep him organized.”

Dan doesn’t let his mind dwell on the “firm hand” comment.

Linda walks Dan up to the guest house and lets him try out the door
code, and then shows him in. He’d been expecting some sort of tiny cabin,
but it’s a full-size house, with an open plan living and dining room, a full
kitchen and three bedrooms. “It hardly gets any use, really. Evan’s parents
used to loan it out as a sort of artist’s retreat, but Evan really isn’t too
interested in the arts, and I think he prefers to have a bit more privacy
when he’s at home.”

They return to the main house and Dan is introduced to the
housekeeper, Tia, who has also been with the family forever. She gets
drinks for them and they go out and sit by the pool, waiting for Evan. Dan
takes a quick glance at his schedule.

“So, this is it for today? Just getting settled in?”

“That’s all I have scheduled for you. Evan really does need to get
caught up on some of those issues, and I know he wanted to show you
around the farm himself, with Tatiana and I think Jeff... so unless you’re
really restless, you can just relax and enjoy the view.”

“Am I keeping you from anything? I mean, the company’s great, but



76 kate sherwood

if you have somewhere you need to be, I'm fine by myself.”

She checks her watch. “Well, if you don’t mind, I should run in and
see if Evan needs me to follow up on anything... can I get you something,
though? A book, or....”

A deep voice comes from behind them. “It’s okay, Linda. I can keep
him company.”

Dan turns and sees Jeff, and his stomach does a little flip. He’d
thought he’d gotten over whatever he’d been feeling in Kentucky, but
seeing Jeff again makes it clear that he was wrong. Jeff’s beautiful in the
late afternoon sun, and Dan can almost feel the warmth in the man’s smile.

Jeff walks across the terrace and sits in a deck chair opposite Dan
and Linda, who stands gracefully and heads into the house.

Jeff just looks at him for a moment and then smiles again. “Welcome
to California, Dan.”
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chapter 11

DAN leans back in his chair and lets the sun hit his closed eyelids. He
feels peaceful here, like he’s wrapped in a safe cocoon, just the sun’s
warmth, the chill of the drink in his hand, the sound of the water hitting
the edge of the pool... and Jeff. He opens his eyes again, because if Jeff’s
around, Dan wants to be able to see him.

Dan squints into the sun, and Jeff pulls his own sunglasses off and
leans over to hand them to Dan. Jeff’s back is to the sun, it only makes
sense for Dan to have the glasses, but it still seems intimate somehow. He
takes the sunglasses and puts them on.

Jeff smiles at him. “You just get in?”

“Alittle while ago. Evan picked me up at the airport, and then he had
to do some work, so Linda showed me around.”

Jeff nods. “He’s in there now, working the phone. It’s always a bit
hectic when he gets back from being away.”

“He seems to have a lot of responsibility. But, you were right, what
you said in Kentucky... he does seem different out here. More relaxed.”

“Yeah, he’s a big homebody.” Jeff’s tone is affectionate, and again
Dan is jealous. He decides to try to get the topic of conversation away
from Evan.

“So, what about you? You have your own business, right?”

“Well, nothing on the scale of Evan’s, that’s for sure. I just try to
teach rich people to ride, and then train their horses well enough that the
riders think they’ve achieved something.”

Dan raises an eyebrow. “Wow, cynical! Don’t you have any good
students?”

Jeff rubs the back of his neck and smiles apologetically at Dan.
“Yeah, sorry, of course I do. It’s just been a long day. A long few days.”

A long few days because Evan had been out of town, Dan realizes.
Their relationship still feels a little strange to him. They seem so casual
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about sex, but are clearly very attached emotionally. He tries to be mature
about it. “I really am fine out here on my own... if you wanted to go in
and check....”

Jeff shakes his head. “Nah, I poked my head in when I arrived. He
knows I’'m here. He’ll come out when he can.” He kicks his shoes off and
rolls up the cuffs of his pants, then walks over and sits on the edge of the
pool, dangling his feet in the water. He lies back, resting his head on the
pool deck and looking backward at Dan. “Everything okay in Kentucky?”

Jeff’s tone is gentle, and Dan appreciates the vagueness of the
question. Dan can answer with any level of detail he wants. “The barn’s
good. I’ve got to tell Evan that one of his horses is lame, but we think he
just pulled a muscle. And everybody’s working well together.” Dan
pauses, and then pulls his own shoes and socks off, rolls up his cuffs and
walks over to sit beside Jeff with his feet in the pool. He doesn’t lie back,
although he sort of wants to.

“Justin’s the same.” Dan keeps his tone neutral, is proud that he can
say Justin’s name without losing control.

“And you? You’re okay?” This time the question isn’t so vague, but
the tone is still gentle.

“Me? I dunno... I'm fine, I guess.” Dan doesn’t really know how to
answer. “I mean... I’'m the same too.”

Jeff nods as if that were a real answer. They both rest as they are for
a few minutes, and then Jeff grips the side of the pool with both hands and
pulls himself back up to a sitting position. One of his hands rests right next
to Dan’s on the pool edge, and Dan won’t let himself look down, but he
can feel the contact. His whole body knows that his little finger is
stretched out alongside Jeff’s. He feels like a school girl, but he won’t
move his finger, won’t take it away or move it in closer. He stares out
across the rolling foothills toward the ocean, thinks maybe he can see the
water, and then realizes that he still has Jeff’s sunglasses, even though
they’re both now looking into the sun.

He turns his head a little, enough to see the Jeff is looking at him. He
raises his other hand to his face, starts to take the shades off. “Here, you
should have these back.”

Jeff shakes his head, and uses his other hand to guide them back to
Dan. “Nah, you hang on to them.” He smiles. “They look better on you
anyway.”
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Dan knows that if Jeff made a move right now, Dan would be right
with him. He’d feel terrible about it later, he’s sure, for so many reasons.
But his brain is not in control anymore, and his body knows what it wants,
what it hasn’t had for far too long. And there’s something about Jeff, with
his gentle awareness, his....

“Hey, Jeff!” It’s a female voice, and as Dan and Jeff turn toward it
they see two dogs barreling toward them, and Tatiana standing in the
doorway to the house. The dogs head straight for Jeff, and he raises both
of his hands, releasing Dan from the spell and letting him shift away from
the furred onslaught.

“Hey, guys, settle down, settle down,” Jeff chides the dogs and then
looks over their heads to Dan. “They’re totally friendly but not too well
trained... sort of like their master.” The dogs are done with Jeff and move
on to Dan, a little more cautious but still very enthusiastic. Jeff points.
“This one’s Copa, this one’s Trapper.” He looks over at Tatiana. “You take
them somewhere with you?”

“Callie got a new puppy, and they’re trying to socialize her, so I took
the big dogs for an introduction.” She walks over a bit shyly, and Dan
knows it must be because of him.

“Tatiana, you remember Dan?” Jeff prompts.
“Yeah, hi, Dan,” she manages.

“Hey, Tatiana, it’s nice to see you again.” Dan knows that he’s a
better actor, but he’s not sure that he’s any more comfortable than the girl
is. What if she had come out a few minutes later? But then Dan catches
himself. Just because he had been overcome with temporary insanity
doesn’t mean that Jeff would have been or that Jeff is interested at all.
Lined up pinky fingers are hardly a universal invitation to passion.

“Where’s Lou?” Tat asks Jeff.

“Her stitches are still healing up. I didn’t want to bring her over here
to play and have her tear them out again.”

Tatiana nods understandingly. Then she looks shyly at Dan. “How’s
Monty?”

Dan can’t believe the girl still has that crush on the horse. He’s not
sure she’ll ever be strong enough to ride him really effectively. “He’s
good. Still a bit headstrong, but... good.” He decides to try a slightly
different approach. “The one I’'m really impressed with lately is Sunshine.
Horses sometimes, it’s like they hit plateaus in their training, you know?
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They’ll learn a bunch of stuff, and it’ll be like they’re improving every
day, and then they’ll just sort of go into a holding pattern and don’t learn
anything at all for a while. And then when they’re ready, bam! They start
learning again. And she’s been learning like crazy the last week or so.
Seems like every day I ride her she’s gotten noticeably better.” This much
is true, and he doesn’t bother to mention that some horses don’t plateau.
They backslide, seeming to forget everything they ever knew. That’s one
of the most frustrating parts of training, and he doesn’t want to discourage
Tatiana right now.

The girl smiles enthusiastically. “That must be so much fun!”

Dan nods. “It really is. She’s the one I'm most excited about right
now.” He leans in a little, as though he’s about to tell Tat a secret. They’re
still at least five feet from each other, but he thinks she gets the idea. “And
she’s a mare, which is great, because with the geldings... well, it can be
hard to see them get old and lose their fitness and know that they’re not
good for anything but pasture ornaments anymore. ’Cause you still love
them, but you can’t really do anything with them anymore. You know?”
Tat nods, and Dan goes in for the kill. “But with a mare, even if she’s too
old to compete she’s still usually healthy enough to have at least a couple
beautiful foals. And then you get the fun of loving them, and raising them
up and training them, and it’s like the horse you love continues, you
know? Because you’ve still got her foals to remind you of her.”

Tatiana is practically clapping her hands. “I wanted us to have foals,
but Evan said he’d looked into it, and it didn’t make sense to have a
breeding operation, that it was more efficient to let someone else take all
the risks of breeding the horses and then just go in and pick out the horses
that are worth training.”

Dan nods, and hopes he isn’t making a mistake, setting up Tatiana
for more disappointment. He glances over at Jeff who is standing behind
Tat and watching the whole exchange. He grins, and makes a sort of ‘go
on’ motion with his chin. Dan decides that he’s so far in, he might as well
keep going.

“Well, a large scale operation probably doesn’t make sense. Or at
least you’d need someone else to look after it for you, because I only
know the basics about breeding. But I think if you’re going to have a
business that you care about, especially a business with animals... I think
sometimes you have to just go with your heart.” He shrugs. “Besides,
Sunshine’s got great bloodlines—I can show you her pedigree sometime,
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you should see all the famous horses that show up in it. She’d be a good
bet for breeding.”

Tatiana is enthralled and peppers Dan with questions about Sunshine
and foals and training and how a friend of hers said that Thoroughbreds
are better than Hanoverians, and how many Thoroughbreds are coming
with the Kentucky horses, and are they really better, and....

After the first couple questions Jeff sketches a half-wave to Dan and
heads into the house. Dan is temporarily distracted. Did he really just let
himself be dragged into a conversation with a teenage girl so that Jeff
could make an undisturbed booty call? But he reminds himself that Jeff
and Evan are none of his business, and tries to get back on track with Tat.

He’s distracted again when Linda comes out to say goodbye for the
day. She reminds Dan of his schedule, and makes sure that he’s got
everything he needs in the guest house, and then chats a little with Tat
about her day. The whole time Dan is thinking that now Jeff and Evan are
alone, and they’ve been away from each other for a while, and does Jeff
live here? Do they share a bedroom? Or are they in Evan’s bedroom? Or
Evan’s office, afternoon light coming in through the venetian blinds, Evan
sitting on the big wooden desk with Jeff standing between his legs,
pressing in tight, Jeff leaning Evan back over the paperwork, working the
buttons on Evan’s shirt open while he sucks and bites at his neck....

Dan feels pressure against his fly and rips himself back to reality.
What is he doing, about to let himself get hard ten feet away from a
teenage girl? Is he really that desperate? That out of control? He swirls his
feet in the pool a little more vigorously, hoping the cool water will help
calm him down. Linda calls out her goodbye to him, and he waves in
response, and then the door to the house opens and Evan and Jeff come
out together, not looking at all as Dan had just been picturing them.

Evan grins at Dan’s position by the pool. “Damn, did Jeff teach you
that?” Evan looks over at Jeff’s bare feet and damp lower pant legs. “The
guy can’t sit out here for two minutes without having his feet in the
water.”

Dan swirls his feet a little more. “I guess he knows how to live. You
need to cut the legs off some of those chairs so you could sit like this and
still have a backrest.”

Jeff nods. “Now you’re thinking.”
The housekeeper comes out with a tray loaded with a variety of
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appetizers, and Jeff helps her set it up on the table. She comes back with a
bottle of wine and four glasses, as well as a can of Diet Coke. Dan
watches in amusement as Evan opens the bottle of wine while Jeff pours
the Coke into a wine glass he hands to Tatiana. Then Tat drags him along
to the far end of the terrace, wanting to show him where she thinks a
squirrel has its nest. With one wine glass still empty, Evan looks at Dan.
“We’ve got beer, if you’d prefer?”

Dan shakes his head. “No, wine’s fine, thanks.” Then he starts
feeling a little intrusive. “But, maybe not a whole glass. I mean, you guys
probably have some sort of family stuff to catch up on or something... and
I’ve got things to do to get ready for tomorrow.”

“What, read the resumes again? Come on, it’s California... relax!”
Evan fills the glass to the same level as the others and walks over to hand
it to Dan. “Besides, you’re here for dinner, right? There’s no point in going
away and then coming back again.”

“Uh, I don’t know. Am I here for dinner? I mean, I sort of expected a
hotel, thought I’d be eating there.” Evan looks a little startled by Dan’s
words. “I don’t mean I wanted a hotel, I just... I mean, I'm your
employee, right? Do you really want me eating all my meals with you?”

Evan is standing right next to Dan and looks at him for a little longer
than is comfortable before softly saying, “Yeah, Dan, I do.” He moves
away a little and takes a sip of his wine. “Nice sunglasses, by the way.”

Dan had forgotten he was wearing them. “Oh, yeah. Jeff loaned them
to me. It was rainy at home, so I wasn’t wearing any, and I don’t think I
remembered to pack any.”

Evan nods. “They’re from a trip we took to Costa Rica. Going down
to the tropics, and we both forgot to bring sunglasses. And the shop only
had one style that wasn’t totally ugly, so we each bought the same pair, felt
like one of those ‘dress alike’ couples for the whole rest of the trip.” Evan
takes another sip of wine. “I sat on mine on the plane ride back, totally
crushed them.”

Dan wonders if there’s supposed to be some deeper meaning to the
saga of the sunglasses, but can’t really see it. Other than reminding Dan
that this is an established relationship, that Evan and Jeff have history.
Maybe that’s all Evan is trying to say. “Well, I'll try not to sit on them.”

Evan grins sunnily. “Whatever, they’re just cheap plastic. It’d be
good if his got broken, actually—then he could stop using them as
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evidence of his responsibility compared to my scatterbrainedness.”

Dan is starting to be a little confused by this conversation in general,
and is relieved when Jeff and Tatiana return from their nature excursion.

They sit by the pool and drink and eat snacks and chat, and any
discomfort that Dan felt during his conversation with Evan is long gone.
The housekeeper supplies a platter of steaks, and Evan mans the barbecue.
Tat helps bring out table linens and place settings and then several side
dishes.

The meal is delicious, the scenery is incredible, and everyone is
pleasant and charming. Dan feels like he’s stumbled into someone else’s
life. The world of eventing certainly has its share of wealthy participants,
but there’s usually a fairly clear divide between the patrons and the
patronized, the owners and the workers. Dan really doesn’t feel that here,
and isn’t sure what to make of it. He isn’t sure he likes it, even... it’s
harder to keep things clear in his head this way, and he really thinks he
needs to keep a clear head. He looks at Jeff, who’s lazily smiling as Evan
teases Tatiana, and wonders if he’s a bit too late.



84 kate sherwood

chapter iz

DAN wakes up the next morning and doesn’t know where he is. California
is three hours behind Louisville, so part of the problem is jet lag. When his
body tells him it’s time to get up, it’s still pitch black outside his window.
He dozes for a while, but each time he wakes it’s with the same unpleasant
sense of disorientation and displacement, and finally he gives up and gets
out of bed. He finds his book and reads a chapter and then showers and
gets dressed.

There’s a coffeemaker in the kitchen, and he finds a bag of ground
coffee in the freezer. He makes the coffee and finds a mug, then takes his
book out onto the porch. It’s still a bit chilly out, but the sun is coming up,
and the porch faces east, toward the mountains. He doesn’t really read, just
sits there and enjoys his coffee, and wonders if this could be his life. If he
actually lived here, of course, he’d be over at the barn by now, helping to
feed the horses and turn them out, figuring out the training for the day. If
this was his life, maybe he’d have someone in his bed upstairs, someone
who would have dragged at him when he got up, tried to coax him back to
bed.

He has to shut the fantasy down when his imagination puts Justin in
the bed, when he starts remembering Justin hiding his eyes from the
daylight and trying to wrap Dan up under their quilt. He has a brief flash
of Jeff in the role, his gentle eyes watching Dan come out of the shower,
his big hands resting on Dan’s hips and pulling him back toward the bed,
but then Dan shuts down that thought too. Nothing can happen with Jeff. It
would be unfaithful to Justin and unfair to Evan, and if nothing’s going to
happen, then Dan should just stop torturing himself with thoughts of it. He
thinks of Justin as he is now, lifeless and wasting in a sterile hospital bed,
and that’s as effective as a cold shower. No more fantasies for Dan this
morning.

Evan had said that he’d be up by six and ready to get started by
seven. It’s not quite seven yet, but Dan figures that he can walk slowly, so
he puts his book and mug inside the door and starts toward the house. He
hasn’t gone far when he sees the two dogs racing toward him. Evan’s tall
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shape appears from a path in the trees and follows after the dogs, albeit
more slowly.

Dan crouches to greet the animals, and is rewarded with kisses and
cold noses against his neck. He straightens with a laugh and walks to join
their master.

Evan turns to go toward the house with Dan, neither of them saying
much. The dogs take off into the woods, and Evan grins. “We saw a deer
this morning, and they had no idea what to do. But now every time a leaf
moves, they’re chasing after it like they’ve got something to prove.”

“Not great hunters, then?”
“Well, they’re... enthusiastic.”

“Just as well. We had a dog when I was a kid, he’d bring back a dead
something at least once a day. And if we buried it shallow, he’d dig it up
and bring it home again, like he’d killed it twice, no matter how rotten and
stinky it was. So we had to bury ’em deep.”

Evan grins. “Sounds like a good job for a young whippersnapper like

2

you.
Dan flexes his shoulders. “These are grave-digging muscles, boy.”

They walk for a bit, and then Evan says, “Where was that?
Kentucky?”

Dan shakes his head. “No, Texas.”
“Oh yeah? Is that where you grew up?”

“Yeah, mostly.” Dan doesn’t think this needs to go any further. “So,
Tatiana said she wanted to be there when I saw the stuff you’ve done at the
barn. Did she mean it, or can we go by now?”

Evan makes a face. “Oh, no, she meant it. She talked me into letting
her take today off school so she can ‘be part of the new business’. She
wants in on the interviews, the site inspections, everything.”

“Linda said you wanted Tat to get interested in the business side of
things.”

“Yeah, if she’s actually interested, that’s great. I just wonder if she’s
pretending to be interested as a way to get out of school. And maybe...”
Evan’s lips twitch a little. “Maybe so she can spend a little more time with
the dreamy new trainer.”

Dan sputters a little. “Really? Does she not know that I'm gay?”
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