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Back in the Saddle

By Vincent Diamond

The stallion’s scream nearly drowned out
David’s words.

“I have to see you. Please.” David’s voice
quavered and he ran his freckled hands down his thighs.

Marcus Denton recognized the need in the
other man’s eyes.

Malotov bellowed again, more than a whinny,
his guttural call to the mare in the breeding pen sent a vibration
through Marcus’s chest. They stood a few yards from Malotov’s
stall; the rich odors of manure and hay and horse permeated the
September breeze. The stallion paced, moaning, his lush chestnut
coat white with sweaty froth from neck to belly. He kicked out and
the metal bars of his stall door shook.

Marcus looked over the barn area. In the
breeding pen, Dr. Lee bent over his vet’s bag, setting out gloves,
cleanser, a tail bandage. A groom adjusted the mare’s protective
back pad, talking to her in low tones. She was calm. A nine-year
old, she was experienced. Her tail swished lazily; they’d tie it up
for her in a few minutes.

David glanced at the others and stepped
closer. “Marcus, please?” David raised one hand toward him.

“Don’t do that.” Marcus had to turn away. He
felt a twist in his stomach, the unsettling feeling of David’s
blue-eyed gaze on him, the desire that heated David’s voice.

Marcus moved into a storage stall and
uselessly re-stacked a few hay bales. He felt David’s yearning gaze
on him, knew David was torn about what he saw in Marcus and what he
felt. Dust motes wafted in the air, and the smell of fresh hay hung
over them.

Marcus took a deep breath and turned to face
David. “What if I told you the other night was a mistake? That it
can’t happen again?”

The feel of David’s taut torso against him.
David’s gasp of passion and surprise as Marcus pulled them together
on the office desk, the soft whisper of papers fluttering to
the floor as they grappled…

David controlled his face. His eyes didn’t
lower, his mouth didn’t turn down. But Marcus saw the sag of his
shoulders and his belly clench beneath the sweaty T-shirt he
wore.

“I won’t accept that, Marcus. I’m not buying
it. You feel it, too,” David whispered. He stood in the stall’s
doorway.

Marcus turned away, his throat suddenly
tight. Now, he didn’t trust his own face. David stepped into the
stall with him, closer. Marcus could feel David’s body heat, smell
his sweat and the rich odor of horse that clung to him. Too close.
He needed distraction.

“Doc, you ready?” Marcus called. When he got
a head nod, he pointed to Malotov’s stall. “All right, Goldie. Show
me you’ve learned how to handle a stallion like this.”

A long glance, then David grabbed Malotov’s
bright red halter and snapped on the nose chain. He stood at the
stall door, his voice soft and low. “Come ‘ere, Malotov, let’s go
see the little lady, come on over.”

Malotov whinnied again and stamped one front
hoof. His flanks quivered and his neck twitched with agitation. His
eyes were rolling, wild. David kept up his smooth talk as he opened
the stall door. The stallion lunged forward. David held his ground
against thirteen hundred pounds of worked-up horse. He raised his
arms, the halter and rope rustling. Malotov veered away with a
snort.

“Come on, big guy, you’ve got a date with the
prettiest mare on the block, she’s right over there. Come on.”
David stepped closer, shoulders rounded and turned slightly away
from the horse. Malotov lowered his head. David set the halter in
place and looped the nose chain over Malotov’s shivering muzzle. He
rested his fingers on the stallion’s damp jaw and murmured as he
leaned close. When the stallion was under control, David gazed at
Marcus.

“Good job. You’ve learned a lot this summer,”
Marcus said.

“I could learn a lot more.”

Marcus didn’t want to ponder that comment,
not now. It was time to concentrate on this breeding and keep
focused on the expensive animals.

His thoroughbred farm had an internship
arrangement with the University of Florida. Their veterinary
program supplied him with interns each semester; he supplied the
students with hands-on experience at a working breeding operation.
Of the half dozen that had started with him in January, David
Livingston was the most promising. He certainly wasn’t the best
rider—he’d fallen off twice just cantering in the ring. He wasn’t
the best student either. His weekly reports were adequate—nothing
special.

David’s forte was horse handling. He had the
touch, a real connection with horses that couldn’t be taught, no
matter how many pricey “horse whispering” clinics a student took.
His voice, his posture, his demeanor, all spoke to the animals and
he handled them with flair.

Marcus wondered how David would handle being
bedded; their kisses and belly-rubbing had been interrupted by a
groom knocking at the office door. Marcus shook the thought
away.

The summer semester had ended in August. No
more weekly reports for Marcus to review and grade; no more
clinical demos to do. And yet David was still here, working.

“We’ll let them flirt with each other for a
bit. Walk him around her pen,” Marcus said.

David led Malotov out of the barn. David’s
hair glinted in the morning sun, golden as a palomino. Over six
feet tall, his frame was slender and stretched out, with that
lean-hipped look that came from youth, not working out. His
features were even, his nose long and sharp, his mouth upturned; it
reflected his cheerful disposition.

He’s never been hurt; that’s why he looks so
good to me.

The horses whinnied to one another. Prancing
at the end of his lead rope, Malotov arched his thick neck, giving
little bucks now and then. Inside the pen, the groom tied off the
mare’s tail. Dr. Lee did a final check with his gloved hands and
nodded to Marcus. “She’s ready.”

Everyone stepped outside the breeding pen as
David moved in with Malotov. He loosened the lead rope so Malotov
could work the mare. The pen was wide enough that the stallion
could edge up to her and tease but not large enough for
free-running. Marcus liked this combination of hand-mating and
corral breeding; it wasn’t as much danger to the horses or the
humans. Except for the stallion handler, everyone was outside the
fencing, ready to help if needed.

Malotov didn’t need any help.

The stallion nuzzled the mare’s nose,
huffing, and she squealed. He nosed along her flanks, still
prancing, his neck arched for display. When he nipped her tail, the
mare bent down and let loose a stream of urine. He bent to sniff it
and then danced away. David let the lead rope loosen, moving with
him, out of reach of the mare’s un-hobbled legs, yet close enough
to tug the chain on Malotov’s nose. Marcus watched them, his gaze
shifting from the horses to David.

The mare peered over one shoulder,
flirtatious and she called out once more. Malotov moved in from the
left side, stood up, fully erect, his hooves in the air, then they
settled on the mare’s back. She squealed once more and lifted her
tail and then Malotov worked her, his heavy haunches pumping,
glistening in the sunlight, wet, his legs trembling. The stallion
gave thick-chested snorts of effort. He raised his head up and back
at times, then bent to nip at the mare’s shoulders.

Marcus gripped the fence railing, the wood
rough beneath his fingers. His pulse jumped upwards. The primality
of the act, nature calling out for completion—breedings were
pleasurable work. He couldn’t tell what David was thinking.

David kept his eyes on the horses through the
end, letting Malotov rest atop the mare for a minute, then gently
pulling his lead as she stepped to the side. Malotov slid off, his
head down, wet flanks heaving and he snorted.

“There, big guy, your work’s done for the
day.” David fed the stallion a peppermint. He scratched Malotov’s
withers and Marcus noticed his slim fingers, his hands lightly
freckled, his nails dirty from stable work.

The others led the mare out. Marcus and David
were alone, the panting horse between them.

Marcus bent through the pen’s rails and
walked over to the tired stallion. David gazed at him over
Malotov’s wet back. Their hands met as they stroked his long mane.
Marcus tried to pull away but David clenched his fingers tight, his
skin warm in the rough horse hair.

“I’m not your intern. I don’t work for you
anymore. Please. Give me a chance.”

A chance? Why not? Two years since Philip’s
death, two years of cold nights alone, two years of closing in on
himself. Marcus woke at five every day, worked himself frazzled at
his barns, rode a jump course almost every night until his legs
trembled, all so he could fall asleep and forget. Marcus thought
the pain would remain sharp as glass but it didn’t. His dreams
changed. Philip was still there, but on the fringes, not the brutal
focus of his sleeping hours like it had been at first: the
sickening wrench of the trailer on the slick hillside, the horrid
thunk as they twisted over, the horse’s screams.

Philip’s screams.

A chance? Was it time to let go?

Marcus spoke, his words quiet. “Meet me back
here tonight. Nine o’clock.”

“I’ll be here. Count on it.” David circled
Malotov around, close. David’s breath on his neck was warm and
Marcus shivered.

* * * *

At quarter to nine that night, Marcus killed
the lights at the house and walked up to the barns, a green tack
tote in one hand. He did a final check on the horses, cooing
through the stall doors, smiling at two new foals, both only months
old. A dog barked in the distance, not too close. The breeze made
the pine trees sigh above him. The travel trailer was dark, its
windows reflecting back the barn’s security lamp in a soft glow. As
he opened the door, a quick flurry of wings startled him; he jerked
away then realized it was an owl.

The floor creaked as he moved back and forth.
It was an old model, one they took for local trips or down to the
Tampa track. Marcus opened the windows and sniffed at the musty
smell of a closed up room. It was warm inside.

He set the tote box onto the counter. Inside,
two bottles of iced tea clinked against a few beer bottles; he
wasn’t sure if David drank beer but he’d brought it anyway. He
pulled out the sheet set and candles. At the bottom of the tote
were condoms and lube.

It was stupid. He should have invited David
to the house—the interns often ate lunch in his kitchen—but part of
him wasn’t ready to have another man in the bed he had shared with
Philip. He smoothed the sheets over the trailer’s foam mattress,
lit the candles and waited.

When he heard the engine in the driveway, his
stomach pinched. He saw the truck idling down at the dark house,
then it turned slowly and slogged up the hill to the barn.

Is this right?

But the other night had been right, their
bodies smooth together and warm in the silver moonlight.

Marcus leaned out the trailer door, his shirt
stretched over his chest as he lifted his arms overhead. When David
got out of the car, he stood still for a few seconds, looking at
Marcus, his eyes wide. David eased around the car, one hand
trailing on its hood. A bat flittered over the security light.

“Come on in.” Marcus motioned with one
hand.

David hesitated a half-second then jumped up
the two steps into the trailer.

Marcus watched him, quiet and still. An owl’s
sad hoot filled the air.

“I don’t know what to do here, Marcus.” David
put his hands out, palms up. “You know I’m kinda lost…”

“Is this your first time?”

“Yeah.” He took a shaky breath. “But you know
that.”

David’s trembling fingers on him, those shy
kisses. But real touch, something more than the faceless grappling
in the Atlanta bathhouses or his own callused palms. Marcus woke
some mornings with wet on his face and on his belly.

Marcus put one palm on David’s smooth face.
“Are you sure you’re ready for this? Because I’m not holding back
tonight. Not this time.”

“Yeah, absolutely.”

 

David’s bravado stung Marcus someplace deep
inside, a place he didn’t know he had.

Marcus held David’s face in both hands,
searching for something in the younger man’s eyes. David moved his
hands up Marcus’s torso, tracing Marcus’s broad shoulders. Marcus
shuddered and pulled him close. For long seconds, Marcus just held
him tight, their faces pressed together until David moaned and he
kissed Marcus, hard, not like a virgin this time, but needy and
deep. Marcus pushed
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