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HOLLIE COLE LEANED her head against the frozen window of the GO bus. The cold glass stung her skin, but she didn’t pull away. She’d been traveling for almost an hour since transferring from the train to the bus in Brampton, and with a pounding headache the cold bite was blissful relief. It was her first time home for Christmas in three years—since she’d packed up and gone off to university with dreams of veterinary medicine. 

What a colossal mess that had turned into. 

Hollie had no doubt in herself as far as the science of it went, but that wasn’t the only component. True, she was still only an undergrad student, but in those three years, she had spent an obscene amount of time volunteering at the Ontario Veterinary College large animal hospital. In that time, she learned that being an actual vet was only part of the profession. The other part was customer service and business. She had empathy in spades, but that sometimes made decisions harder. And dealing with clients was something she was very thankful she didn’t have to worry about yet.

Hollie’s mom, Carol, would be waiting for her at the Park & Ride lot, and though she and her mom got on well, Hollie was nervous to see her. Carol had come to visit her in Guelph for Thanksgiving, where Hollie had cried her eyes out over her breakup with Jack, the guy who had stepped into her life during second semester then derailed it last summer. They’d been inseparable on their journey through undergrad so when Jack broke things off, Hollie was still completely lost by Thanksgiving. Carol came to console her, give her a motherly pep talk about being a strong independent woman, and Hollie hadn’t seen her since.

The bus thinned out substantially at the Orangeville mall and a chill started to set in. Hollie took her head off the cold window and shivered. It had been too long since she’d been home. The reasons for staying in Guelph to volunteer every holiday and break made sense at the time, but looking back, she wished she’d at least come home for Christmas. Being home would have been the recharge she needed to keep going. But Hollie knew as well as anyone what they said about hindsight.

While Jack went home for part of every school break, Hollie stayed to volunteer at the vet hospital, giving her what she had thought was an advantage in the limited yearly post-grad acceptances. Part of her imagined Jack worried Hollie would get accepted... and he wouldn’t. Maybe that was why he broke up with her, shattering her in more ways than she could imagine.

She needed to go home. Sleep in her own bed. Ride her horse. Reset.

The bus rolled into the Orangeville Park & Ride, and Hollie spotted the old white Silverado idling in the back corner. The black horse silhouette stripe down the side matched the horse trailer back at home. Everyone knew when Spruce Path Farm arrived. Hollie had made a name for herself in the Hunter ring, so much so that when their truck and trailer pulled in, competitors got a lot more nervous. 

Not anymore. She’d been one-track-mind focused on vet school. No time for riding horses, let alone going to shows. She’d finished her last year of high school as season champion and not gone back. Leave them on a high note, she supposed.

The rollers squeaked on the frozen packed snow as Hollie pulled her suitcase across the parking lot. A fresh blanket of the fluffy stuff on cars and snowbanks glistened like diamonds in the moonlight. Canadian winters were brutal, especially in Ontario where the dampness seeped right into your bones. She should’ve taken an earlier train. But Hollie didn’t want to pull her mom away from the barn during chore time or her evening riding lessons. 

“Hi, Mom,” Hollie said as she hoisted her suitcase into the back seat of the truck, then herself into the passenger side.

“Hi, Sweetie, how was the trip? You know I would have come to pick you up myself if you’d given me more notice, right?” Her mom leaned across the wide truck and gave her a half-hug, then threw the truck into gear.

“I know. I didn’t want to make you come all the way over though. I like the bus. It’s a fun little adventure,” Hollie lied. Well, not the part about not wanting to make her mom drive. She was so busy all the time; Hollie hated feeling like a burden. And while the train itself might not have been that bad, the bus ride was bumpy, and there had been a toddler sitting behind her that kicked the chair almost the entire way. And it had chatted non-stop. Thankfully, the child and his mom got off at the Orangeville mall, but by then Hollie’s head felt like it was going to explode. 

“Well, I’m sure glad to see you. Daisy will be too. I’ve got about a dozen or so cowboys boarding this winter from their farm over on Mountainview Road. A few of them have been exercising Daisy for us, but I don’t know how much she likes the life of a cow horse.”

Hollie scrunched her face. “I don’t blame her. Those yahoos probably don’t know which of her buttons to push anyway. She probably hates every minute of it. Why did you tell them they could ride her?”

Her mom sighed. “I wanted to make sure she was fit enough for when you got home, in case you wanted to ride over the break. You can’t just haul her out of the field after three years and expect her to perform.”

“You know I wouldn’t expect that. I'm not a novice.” Hollie rolled her eyes. “Besides, it hasn’t been three years. You had the part-boarder for two of them.” 

“Yeah, who did nothing more than low-level shows. Not Daisy’s full potential by any stretch.”

Her mom would keep arguing so Hollie didn’t bother with a retort about the level of showing being irrelevant to fitness. Daisy was an expensive, hot-to-handle Trakehner with flawless movement and form over jumps. While very few people could handle her, Hollie had spent the first two months of university coming home every weekend to teach the young part-boarder, Eve, all the tricks, or ‘buttons’, to get Daisy to float around the ring and soar over jumps like they were nothing. The girl had done well, but they didn’t have the budget for the A-circuit shows. That wasn’t why Hollie chose her. She loved Daisy and would never mistreat her, and that was what was most important. 

Last Christmas, Eve got a horse of her own as a gift, and Daisy got an indefinite vacation. Who knew what those hillbilly cowboys had done to her beloved mount since then.

Her mom signaled, and the truck crawled up the winding driveway of Spruce Path Farm, past the outdoor riding ring, the summer turnout fields, the dark barn with what she assumed were all the horses tucked into their cozy stalls for the night, and through the row of spruce trees to the house. 

Home sweet home. 

Everything looked exactly the same as it had three years ago. Hollie lugged her suitcase through the front door and up the stairs to her room. It might have looked the same, but it didn’t feel the same. It was like a child’s room. She’d left as a girl, but didn’t feel like one anymore. There were posters of horses on her wall, figurines on shelves, her comforter speckled with little horses between chic lines and pale pink triangles. 

The plush carpet was cozy on her feet compared to the cheap linoleum in her apartment back in Guelph. Hollie flopped down on her bed and pulled the fleece throw over her. She snuggled in, smelling the fabric softener. Mom must have freshly washed everything before she got home, yet it held the familiar hint of eau du farm – that distinct aroma of hay, straw, grain crumbs, and manure. Years and years’ worth of it tracked into the house, seeped into every corner and crevice, so that no matter how hard one tried, the smell was embedded in everything. And nothing smelled more like home. 

~*~
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AT SOME POINT HOLLIE must’ve drifted off, but when she shuffled downstairs and into the kitchen sometime later, headache almost gone, her mom sat at the counter flipping through the latest horsey magazine. Hollie peered over her shoulder and noticed she was looking at an ad for a new arena conditioner, before opening the fridge to survey the selection.

“Hungry?” her mom asked, flipping another page. 

“Not really. Just munchy. Have you done night check yet?”

In the winter when the horses came inside just after sunset, which at this time of year was about five p.m., someone would need to go out once or twice throughout the evening and night to make sure they all had hay and water, and check that there were no emergencies. If horses could be counted on for one thing, it was that they loved to get themselves into troublesome predicaments.

“I think Nick said he would do it for me tonight since I came to pick you up.” Carol flipped another page. “He’s been helping out a lot. It’s been so nice not to have to go back out into the cold. He really spoils me.”

“Who’s Nick?” Hollie found half of a cucumber and pulled it out. She grabbed some salad dressing and a knife and sliced the cucumber into coin-sized pieces before slathering them in creamy goodness.

“One of the cowboys from Pine Valley Farm.”

“Ugh. I’ll go. I wanted to give Daisy some snuggles anyway.”

Hollie finished up her cucumber, put the plate and knife in the dishwasher, and went to the mudroom to load up on winter clothing. She should’ve put on long johns before coming downstairs, but it’d be fine for one night. She pulled on her winter Carhartt overalls, shoved her feet into insulated barn boots, found a red double-thick plaid flannel button down, then layered it with a puffy vest that matched her overalls. There was a red toque on the bench she assumed was her mom’s and Hollie plunked it over her wavy blonde-brown hair before grabbing the door handle to head out. 

“No gloves?” her mom called from the kitchen.

“You know I can’t wear gloves. They suffocate my hands.” Hollie laughed and took a deep breath, bracing herself for the cold.

The night was still. And frigid. There wasn’t a hint of wind, but the hairs in Hollie’s nose froze with every inhale. It had to be negative twenty degrees Celsius. 

She trudged her way across the circular drive, through the row of trees, and noticed the light on in the barn that hadn’t been there when they’d got home. Probably the cowboy. Hollie had half a mind to go back to the warm house, but she really did want to snuggle her horse. 

Daisy was a wretched mare to most people, but she and Hollie seemed to click. When she first test-rode the little grey horse, the seller was shocked that Hollie hadn’t been bucked off within minutes. There was an understanding of each other right from that first meeting. Hollie hadn’t realized how much she missed the feisty mare until she found herself almost running to the barn.

Hollie flung the door open. It squeaked in protest against the crispy cold and slammed behind her, but she didn’t notice. Standing in the hallway, nothing containing her from running loose around the barn, was Hollie’s horse, Daisy. Just standing there. There was a lead attached to the halter ring under her chin that hung down to the ground but not affixed to anything permanent. She just seemed to be standing there of her own free will. 

Beside the horse was a set of tall slender legs inside some likely frozen dark blue jeans. Poking out the bottom were dusky brown cowboy boots and above was a Carhartt jacket in that signature tan-brown that matched Hollie’s overalls and vest. The head poking out the top of the coat didn’t seem to notice Hollie at all, as he whistled some country tune that made Hollie want to cringe. 

“Um, what are you doing with my horse?” Hollie asked, still standing at the entrance. 

The man finally looked over at her, and Hollie thought her legs would buckle. She’d be mortified if she crumpled into a puddle at the door of her own barn so she willed her muscles to remain functional. But holy geez, the man standing there staring at her with a crooked smile across his deep tanned face, huge hazel eyes, and curls poking out the sides of an extremely worn-out Chicago Bulls cap was beautiful. She momentarily forgot the name of the jerk back in Guelph that left her heart in a million pieces four months ago. This was the yahoo cowboy that had been riding her precious Daisy?

Hollie was at a loss for words. She stood at the door, mouth hanging open, hoping she wasn’t drooling.

“This is your horse?” The man’s voice was deep and sultry, with just a little bit of western twang, like a siren call. “Seems to me you’ve neglected her for a few years. She’s felt abandoned. She’s sad. You sure she’s still yours?”

Hollie’s mouth snapped shut, the momentary loss of self-control fizzling out. “What? How do you know she’s sad? She looks pretty happy to see me actually.”

The cold of the air bit back in as Hollie strode over to her horse and the man beside. Sure enough, the mare’s ears perked forward at her voice. Just as she neared, the horse started bobbing her head. Hollie gave a few big, long scratches up and down the centre of Daisy’s head, then held her muzzle and gave a big kiss to the soft spot just above her nostrils. 

Then she took in a deep breath. The only thing better than the smell of farmhouse, was the smell of horse. Hollie closed her eyes and imagined herself in the saddle, gracefully floating around the show ring and collecting ribbons, hugging her horse as soon as she dismounted. She imagined sitting inside the stall with Daisy late at night, listening to the quiet of the barn, the happy horses munching on their hay in the silence. Hollie breathed in deep again and tried to push back the tears that threatened to spill over. Gosh, she’d missed this.

“So, she does.” The voice belonging to the handsome stranger she’d completely forgotten, broke her from her memory. The man now stood beside her. Hollie’s heart fluttered against her better judgment. “But she’s happy to see anyone who gives her attention. It doesn’t change the fact that she’s been ignored by you for three years.”

“She does not like anyone who gives her attention. She tolerates some people. But doesn’t like anyone.” Hollie’s temper flared. The last thing she needed right now was some hillbilly trying to make her feel guilty for chasing her dreams. “You’ve never left a horse for an extended period of time? Never sold a horse before? Who on earth do you think you are, criticizing someone you don’t even know.” She pulled away from Daisy, not wanting to project her negative energy onto the horse.

“Never sold a horse in my life. Never left them longer than a week either.”

“You don’t think in a week a horse can feel abandoned?” Hollie couldn’t believe she was arguing this. She wasn’t even sure if horses were capable of such emotions.

“No. Because I explained it to them first.”

She tried, but couldn’t hold the laugh in. Who was this guy? Her initial physical response to him cooled. Then froze. “What are you, some kind of horse whisperer?”

“Something like that.”

“Oh, great. I guess my mom will let anyone in here these days. She used to have higher standards!”

Her mom was a highly sought-after Hunter coach, not only bringing along up-and-coming riders, but coaching many circuit champions every year. She coached riders at home and travelled to other barns a few nights a week. When she went to shows, people wanted to stable with or beside her for clout. Hollie couldn’t imagine why she let these rednecks into her barn.

“Or she finally decided to open her mind to new ways of doing things,” the man said, resuming his work. He had a stiff-bristled dandy brush and was flicking away the dirt from deep down in Daisy’s winter coat, up and away from her back. “As a master in her own discipline, I bet she got bored and wanted to learn something new.”

“Our ways work just fine, thank you very much,” Hollie said and picked up a super soft brush, and slowly stroked Daisy’s face, chin, ears, and jaw.

“I didn’t say they didn’t. But there’s nothing wrong with expanding your knowledge a little. There’s more than one way to do things, you know. All roads lead to Rome. And horses are very communicative animals if you know how to listen.”

Hollie wasn’t getting the comfort she was looking for by coming out here. She put the brush down and set to work checking the other horses tucked away in their stalls. Hay, water, standing on all four feet, no blood gushing out from anywhere. She recognized her mom’s black mare, Queenie, and a few long-time boarders’ horses, but most of them were new. Small. With really big butts. They must belong to the cowboys. 

“Which one is yours?” she asked, ignoring the man's previous comment.

“This one,” he said, thumbing behind him. 

A relatively tall palomino stood in the back of the stall, head down, one back leg cocked. “Well, that one looks pretty sad that you’re giving attention to my horse instead of it.” She looked a little closer at the golden horse. “Him.”

“Kitt’s fine. I already gave him a groom and massage, and he’s relaxed and sleepy now. I would never let him feel like he’s not first on my priority list.”

The cold metal brushed against her forehead as she peered through the bars of the stall. Sure enough, the horse’s eyes were practically closed. Hollie hmpf’d. Whatever. 

“Well, since you’ve already confiscated my horse for the night, I might as well leave you to it. I’ll come out to see her in the morning instead.” Hollie went back to Daisy’s head and plunked another kiss on her soft nose. “I’m Hollie, by the way, but I’m sure you already know that.”

“Nick Meyer.” He stopped grooming and extended his gloved hand to her. 

She shook it. It was a solid, firm handshake, though she didn’t know why she expected any different. 

“No gloves?” he observed.

“They suffocate my hands.” She yanked open the door, and even though there was still no wind, the cold hit her face like she’d dunked herself in a water trough after clearing the ice out of the top. “Thanks for doing night check tonight.”

“See you in the morning!” he said as the door slammed behind her. 

​
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Chapter Two
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Hollie didn’t mean to sleep in. She had an alarm set to get up early and help her mom with the morning chores. Being a student had made her soft, apparently. She’d heard her alarm alright, but instead of hitting snooze, she turned it off and rolled over, reveling in the comfort of her soft pillow-top bed. 

It had been three years since she’d enjoyed the comfort of it, and her focus had been on two things only: getting into vet school, and Jack. She’d thought it was in that order, but when Jack broke up with her at the end of summer, she realized at some point he’d become a higher priority than school. After the breakup, it just seemed so trivial without him. What was the point? She burrowed down deeper into her comforter, pushing away the tears that threatened to spill over again. She had shed enough of them over him. Now that she was home, she would leave her broken heart behind.

It was her bladder that eventually got Hollie out from her cozy cocoon. Once she was up, she layered on clothing, tied her long hair into a messy ponytail, and made her way out to the barn.

“Oh, good, you’re up. There’s a stack of flyers on the kitchen table. Can you run back and get them? They’re for the boarders about the Christmas party.” Carol was in their private tack room beside the main doors
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