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Chapter One

 

Mark had something on his mind. Not that he came right out and said it, but Eva knew. She recognized the look in his eyes, the way he’d pause in eating dinner, barbecue chicken he’d made on his smoker, and the fact that he’d been extra solicitous about her day. Not that he’d been distant by any means. Since they’d reunited and the year-end awards, he’d taken even more interest into her riding, coming out to the barn and even acting as her ground crew from time to time. The others thought it was sweet. Eva felt a bit stifled, because being at the barn was something that she’d done on her own, her way to get time away from work and the house. And her husband.

He polished off the last of his salad, the chicken and baked beans already gone, and put down his fork. “I think I want to learn how to ride.” The words fell like a bombshell.

Eva choked on her bite of chicken. Coughing, she swallowed hard and downed a long drink of water with the wish that it were something stronger. “You what?”

“I want to learn how to ride. I’ve talked to Cora about it. She says that bay gelding would make a good husband horse, and certainly she feels he’s safe enough for a novice like me. What do you think?” He looked so eager, her heart broke. He really truly thought he wanted this.

“Oh.” The exclamation escaped her lips before she could stop it, and immediately his excitement dimmed. Not that she’d wanted to step on his joy. Not at all. She remembered when she wished he’d take more interest in riding. It was just that was her time. That was her space.

“I thought you’d be happy. You’ve been getting me to understand your hobby for a long time.” His tone flattened. “I thought it’d be something we could do together. Oh I know, the shows are your thing. But maybe we could ride together or something? I just want to be a part of your world, Eva. I thought you’d understand that.”

“We spend enough time together, don’t we?” She blurted the question, then paused realizing that between his pickup basketball games with his friends and her time at the barn, even dinners like this together were rare. 

“Well if that’s how you feel about it.” Mark gathered up his dishes and went to the sink, rinsing them off with his back to her.

She’d stepped in it, as surely as if she’d hit a fresh horse poo in her brand new tall boots. Looking at her husband’s broad back, his dark hair that always looked touch-ably soft, the urge to stand up and wrap her arms around him, reassure him that wasn’t what she’d meant overcame her. Except she knew, when he was in one of these moods, that wouldn’t help. In fact, it might make it worse.

“I’ve always thought it was good we had different interests. Time away from each other and our jobs to decompress.” She might not teach psychology like her friend Linda, but she understood it. “It wasn’t that long ago that you gave me an ultimatum about the barn, you know.”

“I know and I was wrong.” He turned to face her. “But if you don’t want me out there, then you don’t want me there. I’ll just find somewhere else to ride, I guess.”

“Wait.” She stood and crossed the space between them. “Riding is dangerous and I trust Cora and everyone at Noble Dreams. I haven’t ridden the gelding, and I’d like to before Cora offers lessons. I know she’s been wanting to expand that part of the program. We’ll figure it out, I’m sure.” She smiled and told herself she wasn’t giving in. Rather she was giving him a chance to try it out and then get bored and drop it to return to the basketball court. “Let’s go to the tack store on Saturday and make sure you have the right paddock boots and a helmet. Your jeans will be fine to start. You don’t need breeches or anything.” Not that she wouldn’t mind seeing her husband in the form fitting pants, but for now they’d start simply. If he continued or wanted to show, then they could look at getting him more gear.

“You sure?” Mark asked, and for the first time since the conversation started she thought he’d actually been considering her feelings.

“I’m sure,” she replied. After all, if he indulged her time at the barn, it’d hardly be fair if she didn’t indulge his. Besides, she had a lesson tomorrow and would talk to Cora, see just how serious this conversation had gotten. And if she were hurt because he hadn’t come to her first before talking to Cora, well, she’d just tuck that down and not let him know. He was an adult and knew his own mind. He didn’t have to clear all his interests with her.

She brought him her dishes and they cleaned up and started the dishwasher, then retired to the living room. He turned on a basketball game, so she curled up with a book. When they crawled into bed, he hadn’t said anything more, and she hoped that maybe by Saturday he’d forget all about it. Something told her probably not, but a girl could dream, right? Because she really didn’t want to share her time at the barn with her husband. That was hers and Cin’s time, just the two of them. Maybe the others would feel the same way.

~* * *~

Eva wiped the sweat from her brow as she hung her helmet on the bridle hook outside of Cin’s stall. Moving up a level taxed them, though Cin certainly was enjoying the larger obstacles. She patted his shiny copper coat and lifted the saddle and pad off his back. “You’re the only guy I want to spend my barn time with,” she said as she brushed the sweat marks from his coat with a body brush.

“So Mark talked to you,” Cora said. “He hadn’t mentioned any of this to you before, had he?”

Eva shook her head. “No. When did you guys talk?”

“Oh, he’s mentioned it for a while. Mostly at shows, but last week he asked if I had any horses he could probably ride and mentioned wanting to learn. He said that you really enjoyed it, and he wanted something you could enjoy together. I would have tried to discourage him if I’d known how you feel. Sounds like you don’t want your husband to learn to ride.” Cora sat on the bales of hay stacked along the wall. “You know you wouldn’t be in the same lessons or the same classes. I mean even if he did show this year, it’d probably be hunt seat or pleasure classes. And maybe he’d go in a completely different direction, too.”

Everything Cora said made sense. She knew it. She believed it. And yet, something prevented her from being completely enthusiastic about it. “I’d like to ride the gelding. Not that I don’t trust you. I do. It’s just…” 

“You know how dangerous this sport can be and you worry a lot more about him getting hurt than you do about yourself. I understand. Even though I know Ari rides bigger courses than I do, it still kills me when I see her come off. Thankfully that doesn’t happen very often.” Cora chuckled. “If you have time this afternoon, I’d be happy to saddle up the gelding and see what he’s like. Zahra and I have been riding him. Linda offered to help too, though I think she’s in love with his pasture mate who would make a snappy little hunter. It wouldn’t take long to get him ready.” Cora stood.

“Sure. That’d be great. Thanks.” Eva unclipped the cross ties and led Cin back to his stall since it was so close to feeding time. When she returned, Cora had the gelding in his place and was brushing him. They saddled him with Eva’s tack since it was still out and a few moments later Cora led him into the arena. The entire time, the gelding hadn’t done so much as twitch.

“He certainly seems calm,” Eva said as she stepped onto the mounting block and gathered up the reins. She swung her leg over the back, the horse standing like a statue. He waited while she found her stirrups, then nudged him to go. If his shuffling walk was any indication, he wouldn’t exert himself unless he was asked.

She did a couple of circuits of the arena at a walk and then asked him for more. He stepped out, moving rather nicely and when she asked again stepped into a gait that could almost be called a working trot. Certainly not a western jog, this movement had more impulsion than that, but he’d be passed in classes on the flat. Not that it was a bad thing considering how stocky the horse looked, even though he was a thoroughbred. He could have passed for a stock horse, which meant that if Mark decided to go that way, he wouldn’t be out of place.

“He’s nice,” she said when she asked for a canter and he stepped into it without a hop or buck. “Seems like a real unicorn.” She grinned, thinking that it’d be fun to have a horse like this, completely uncomplicated to just hop on and ride. She tried not to think that way. He belonged to Cora and the farm at the moment, and no doubt she’d want to keep him for lessons.

She slowed the gelding down to a walk, noticing that he sweat only a little. Seemed as if he were in shape, or mostly so, and simply didn’t have the wish to go any faster than necessary. Not a bad trait in a lesson horse and one that would help Cora feel safe putting beginners
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