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A New Pair of Steel Shoes

By Kassandra Lea


Chapter 1

Nathan Pratchett caught sight of the glowing
numbers on the bedside clock and cursed under his breath. He was
definitely running late now, but the shower had been a necessity.
Though the smell of hay and horses didn’t bother him it seemed like
the wrong sort of cologne to wear on his dinner date, especially
since he’d made reservations at one of the fancier places in town.
The indicator light flashed on his cell phone, alerting him to what
no doubt would be a less than happy text from his girlfriend.
Nathan ignored it for the time being, tossing aside the damp towel
and reaching for his clothes. Quickly, and in an effort to save
more time, he pulled on his boxers and a pair of black slacks at
the same time, hastily adding a belt. Then he donned a light blue
dress shirt, doing up the buttons as he made his way down the
stairs.

All the while, feeling immensely guilty, he
tried to think of a decent, heartfelt apology.

It probably wouldn’t matter in the long run,
he knew, slipping on his shoes, as he’d been late to their last
three dates. For some reason lately he found it hard to drag
himself away from the barn, even with the pressing knowledge that
he had somewhere more important to be. Then again, the stray
thought danced across his mind, maybe that was the problem.

Nathan snatched up his car keys, shoved his
phone into his back pocket, and dashed out the front door. Slipping
into the driver’s seat he realized the scent of the barn lingered,
not surprising considering his helmet and boots were in the
backseat. He powered down the windows, turned up the radio, and
backed out of the driveway. Finally on his way to the restaurant,
he let his mind wander back to the stray thought, the one
suggesting that the barn might be more important than seeking to
quench the thirst for human contact.

He’d grown up around horses and in his
teenage years found no trouble in balancing his love of horses with
the chasing of spirited young women. Of course, to be fair, most of
them spent as much time haunting the dusty rows of stalls as he did
and their common passion for the beautiful equine spirit gave them
something to work with. His latest girlfriend, and currently his
longest running relationship, came from a different world, in a
manner of speaking. Sure, he managed to get her down to the barn a
few times, but not once did she ever seem to enjoy being around the
horses, not hiding her disgust as well as she might like to
think.

That, however, did not stop her from loving
the way he looked in his riding breeches, often stopping him before
he left to have a little quickie.

Stopped by a red light, his gaze was drawn to
the cell phone he dropped into the empty cup holder, the indicator
light still blinking. He hadn’t even bothered to read her text or
to send a reply acknowledging his less than stellar ability to be
on time. Perhaps his reluctance to answer was something to ponder
considering it wasn’t usual on his part, especially not when it
came to those he truly cared about. Maybe he should send a reply,
at least let her know he was on the way.

The light switched and he resumed his
drive.

By the time he reached the restaurant he was
officially twenty minutes late. A variety of apologies ran through
his mind, but he knew without speaking a single word that none of
them would do. His girlfriend would pick up on any lie he tried to
seed, thus making the situation worse.

Inside, the hostess pointed him toward their
table. He fidgeted with the cuffs of his shirt, nervous energy
building. Would she be the kind to explode, to make a big scene in
front of everyone else? Or was he in for the slow simmer of anger
that made dinner conversation awkward? He wasn’t entirely sure
which was worse.

The voice of doubt, the one awakened by the
unanswered text began to whisper. Why are you dating her? Do you
even want to anymore?

And then Nathan saw her, the beautiful Marsh
Dayton. Between her stylized hair, dazzling smile, designer
clothes, and fit frame, she looked like she stepped right out of
Hollywood. Tonight she’d curled her hair and looked absolutely
breathtaking in her red gown, the top cut just right to draw the
eye to her cleavage. Knockout, the perfect word to describe her.
Every man in the jointed wanted her, all the women envied her, and
for some bizarre reason she had picked him, something he figured he
would never understand. Suddenly, Nathan wished he’d brought a gift
to help ease the blow of being late.

Again.

The apology was on his lips when he reached
the table, but he quickly choked them back when Marsha slowly shook
her head.

“Don’t,” she said, keeping her voice low. “I
don’t want to hear your excuse.”

Nathan sank into his chair. “Marsha—”

“Stop,” she put up a hand to silence him.
“You got caught up at the barn again with that horse of yours. For
some reason you seem happier to spend time with a muddy, smelly
animal instead of making sure you get to our dates on time. I’m
sorry I am not nearly as much fun as that…beast,” she said with
disdain, placing her napkin on the table and pushing her chair
back. “I have given you enough chances. I’m done. No more. We’re
over.”

“Marsha—”

“Goodbye, Nathan,” she said before walking
off, her hips swaying hypnotically. More than one man turned to
watch as she went by.

Nathan was speechless. He expected her to be
upset, maybe even a little angry, but to dump him? And to make
matters even worse he wasn’t entirely clear how he felt about the
ending of their relationship. Shock, he had to be in shock, it
hadn’t yet sunk in that she was no longer going to call him in the
middle of the day just to see how he was doing, no more cuddling up
on the couch while they watched movies. When the waiter came by to
see if he wanted anything Nathan asked if there was a bill and had
it brought around. As though on automatic he paid for her glass of
wine, left a tip, and got up. His appetite had gone up in a puff of
smoke.

On the ride back home his mind was still
numb, still trying to figure out what just happened.

It wasn’t until he pulled into the driveway
of his little rental property, shutting off the engine, that the
first tear slipped free. As soon as the first one made a break the
rest followed and in a matter of seconds, he dissolved into a
broken hearted mess, forehead resting against the steering
wheel.

* * * *


Chapter 2

“So she dumped you just like that?” Eleanor
Haynes said, dropping a hoof pick into her grooming bucket and
retrieving a curry comb. Her black and white Paint gelding stood
placidly tethered to a ring in his stall, tail swishing. He
appeared to be dozing as an autumn breeze swept through the barn,
bringing the smell of recently cut hay. Eleanor began to work the
dirt from his coat. “She didn’t even give you a chance to explain
or anything, just up and decided it was over?”

“Yeah,” replied Nathan, doing his best to
keep the hurt from his voice.

After a less than peaceful night, he’d headed
out to the barn bright and early, thankful not to be needed at
work. All the time he spent with his mare may have been a deciding
factor in the abrupt end of his relationship, but it was the one
place at the top of his list for seeking comfort. Ever since he’d
learned to ride, following in his mother’s footsteps from a very
early age, he’d found the barn to be his refuge, his escape when
the world became too much to deal with, time with the horses
proving to be the best therapy. And with a quick phone call he
managed to divert Eleanor’s plans to run errands and instead join
him for an impromptu trail ride.

She must have heard something in his voice
because as soon as Eleanor saw him she drew him into her embrace.
Then she was handing him a sweet treat from his favorite bakery and
wanting to know whose booty she needed to kick.

With the offer of a sympathetic ear Nathan
let it all out, not even bothering to paint himself in a good
light. He’d messed up, plain and simple. He should have been more
giving of his time, finding a suitable way to divide his time
between his passion for horses and his love for Marsha. As the “L”
word crossed his mind he could feel his mental conductor throwing
on the brakes. Love was a major word, a big commitment, and one he
wasn’t entirely sure fit the situation. Nathan slipped the saddle
pad on his mare. Did he love Marsha? It seemed like an odd answer
given his inability to make time for her.

Maybe…

When he reached for his saddle, he noticed
Eleanor standing in the doorway of her gelding’s stall; which was
right across the aisle. She seemed to be staring at him like he’d
forgotten to do up the zipper on his pants.

“What?”

“Just trying to get a read on you,” she said,
shrugging. “You have the oddest expression on your face.”

“Oh?” He swung the saddle gently onto his
mare. Birch, her coat a deep rich shade of mahogany, munched
contentedly on a mouthful of hay

“What were you just thinking?”

He did up the girth, making sure it was tight
enough to keep the saddle from slipping. “I was wondering if…I
don’t know if I loved Marsha, is that horrible of me to say?”

“Not in the least, hun,” Eleanor quickly came
back with, mirroring his actions. “Quite the contrary, actually, I
think it makes you a better person for admitting it. Too many
people nowadays are unwilling or just plain afraid to speak their
minds. Own your feelings, Nate,” she told him. “Maybe you need to
ask yourself one big important question?”

“And that would be?”

“If you loved Marsha, why was it so hard for
you to make time for her? To include her, make her a part of your
life?”

As he slipped the bit into Birch’s mouth, he
gave her words some consideration, knowing that what she said was
true, and something that had been bouncing around in the furthest
recesses of his mind. If his heart had really been in it, he would
have been spending less time with Birch and more with Marsha, not
that it made his heart ache any less. Affixing the straps of the
bridle, he glanced over at Eleanor and felt a pang of envy. Here
was this wonderful woman five years his senior with a trim frame,
brown hair worn in a shag cut, and the most enchanting smile he’d
ever come across. And she had been fortunate to meet the perfect
man from the get-go, getting married right out of high school. It
was plain as day to see the two were still very much in love.

Why couldn’t he find the same utter devotion?
Someone who encouraged and supported him, someone with which he
could return the favor? Why did he keep finding the duds, the ones
who never stuck around but spoke sweet enough lies to make him
think they might just be it? Nathan sighed, placing his helmet on
his head. Maybe one of these days, preferably before he was an old
man, he might get lucky. Then again, with the way his streak was
going he found that highly unlikely.

“Ready?”

“Sure,” he said, snapping out of it.

Side by side they left the barn, Eleanor in
her jeans and T-shirt, him in his typical riding breeches and polo.
She wore cowboy boots. He wore paddock boots. They were like polar
opposites and yet the best of friends. He could think of no other
person he wanted to share his grief with, feeling blessed that
she’d made time for him. Nathan waited patiently for her to mount
up, then followed suit.

Eleanor pointed her gelding toward the
trailhead. “Let’s chase those blues away!”

“I wish finding the perfect lover was as easy
as going for a trail ride.”

“You’ll find the right person,” Eleanor said.
“I just know it.”

* * * *

Sometime later, the foursome trekked back
toward the barn, neither Nathan nor Eleanor in the saddle, the two
of them definitely messier than when they left earlier in the day
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