
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Copyright © 2024 by Tudor Robins            
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, contact tudorrobins@gmail.com.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by Brittany Wilson Art & Design.
1st edition, 2024 – ISBN 978-1-990802-57-7 (ebook) | ISBN 978-1-990802-58-4 (paperback) | ISBN 978-1-990802-59-1 (audiobook)






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A gift for you!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Please leave a review!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Books
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  A gift for you!


To receive a free ebook, all you have to do is sign up for my newsletter. It's the only way to get your copy of Hide & Seek.
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By signing up you'll be the first to know about new releases, and to learn about deals on my books and other books you might enjoy.
I hope to see you on the list!






  
  Chapter One
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The rubber soles of my running shoes, cold-stiffened, slap the pavement. My breath plumes clouds into the dark morning air. I settle my reflective-trimmed toque more firmly over my ears and welcome the extra strip of warmth it provides. 
My core is toasty – on fire. Working. Pumping. But my extremities take a hit in the chill. Especially this time of year, when the cold is new, the frost is fresh, the tinkle of ice at the edge of a puddle a reminder that this is the coldest morning we’ve had so far. That the temperature’s only going one direction from here.
I’ll get used to it. Just being out here this morning is a step in that direction. Toughening me for the frigid months to come. Increasing my cardio so I can hop off one horse and onto another, then another, then another all day long – as long as people will give me horses to ride. Strengthening my muscles so I can hold my balance over any fence, staying out of my horse’s way. Letting him do the work he needs to clear the jump without me getting in the way.
Which is why, when I reach the end of my street, even as a gust of wind dashes icy pellets against my exposed skin, I mentally check my lungs – there’s breath left there, and my muscles – they’re nowhere near burning, and I run right on past, into the loop that will give me an extra two kilometres.
And I pick up my pace.

      ***The sun’s up by the time I give Gri-gri’s battle-notched ears a quick good-bye scratch, shoulder my backpack, and deadbolt the front door behind me. The scars on his body are the only tells that the dog – named for his grey coat (“gris” in Spanish) – used to live on the streets in Peru. When my parents brought him home from their first archeological trip ten years ago, he immediately chose a spot for himself on our sofa, adjusting instantly to the cushiness of indoor North American life. He’ll sleep in a sunbeam the whole time I’m at school and I’ll have to coax him out for his lunchtime walk.
Two years ago, the first time my parents left on a research secondment during the school year, my guidance counsellor asked if it was hard to take care of the house myself.
“We have a really small lawn,” I said. “And there’s a big tree so the grass doesn’t grow very quickly. It’s fine.”
She shook her head. “I meant cooking, and cleaning, and laundry … things like that.”
“Oh. Right.” Mrs. Corcoran, with her neatly bobbed silver-shot hair, the personalized L.L. Bean tote she brings to school, and the framed quote on her desk, saying, Every day starts as a good day, and you and I can keep it that way, is probably a traditional mom. The kind who tuts and sighs as she picks her kids’ socks up off their bedroom floors. The type who makes them balanced lunches to take to school every day.
“It’s OK,” I said. “My aunt helps.”
My aunt’s dead, but I knew the guidance counsellor would find the lie more reassuring than the truth that when my parents are home, we all mostly take care of ourselves anyway, and when they’re gone things are, if anything, a little easier.
Besides, it’s not a total lie. When I was younger – when my aunt was alive – my parents would go on their trips during summers and school holidays, and Gri-gri and I would stay with her at her horse farm, a three-hour drive away, north of Algonquin Park. All that time with her helped me become the person I am now.
Today’s crisp temperatures remind me of Thanksgiving rides with her. The season’s first frost sending the horses' noses flaring, tails swishing, energy pounding through them. “If you can sit a horse with their blood up from the cold, you can do just about anything,” she told me.
I’d feel a lot different about this cold snap if I had a trip to Turner Bay Stables to look forward to. But whereas myu aunt, Ginny Turner was an amazing horsewoman – once even competing for Canada in the Pan-Am Games – she wasn’t a great businesswoman. She didn’t look after herself very well either, so after her far-too-young heart-attack death, there was no option but to sell the farm. The tech multi-millionaire who bought it as a getaway from her busy city life was also a horse-lover, and graciously agreed to let my aunt’s old retirees live out their lives in the pastures they knew, but I couldn’t fault her for making the place private.
I wouldn’t want to go back anyway. Not without Aunt Ginny there.
The massive double-doors of the school looming in front of me snap me back to the here and now. I’m doing fine, I tell myself. I hit everything on my list this morning – walk Gri-gri. Feed both of us. Wash my breakfast dishes. Shower, get dressed … and still get to school with ten minutes to spare.
All that, of course, after my morning run. It was non-negotiable today, and it will be, no matter how cold it gets, or how much snow falls. Because lots and lots of girls who horseback ride have parents who will drive them to the barn. Who’ll pay for them to own or lease a horse. Who will sign them up for private lessons.
But most of them don’t think like athletes. None of them run as far, or as hard, or as often, as me.
That’s my edge, and I might lose it if things were too easy for me.






  
  Chapter Two
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On the days I can’t ride, my Fit for Life class is the highlight of my day. It gives me a credit for working out, it’s the last class of the day, Mr. Wayne is my favourite teacher, and – the cherry on top of the ice cream sundae – my friend Dana is in it. 
Dana and I shouldn’t be friends – we’re far too different even for people who believe opposites attract. She hates sweating, dairy products, and horses. She loves fermented food, gaming, and wearing high heels.
During the first week of grade nine, I was walking home behind her, wondering what kind of prissy, sissy girl would wear pink patent-leather ballroom shoes to high school, when those shoes stopped square in front of me and she turned to face me. “Help me,” she ordered.
I watched as she knelt down next to a squirrel crouching uncharacteristically still by the side of the road.
I mentally took back the “prissy” and “sissy.” Give me a horse any day. They don’t scare me a bit. But quick-as-a-wink, loudly chattering, sharp-toothed rodents are another story. In my opinion, no human should ever be within touching distance of a squirrel. When Dana reached out and scooped this one up, she earned my respect for life.
Also, putting animals first. That pretty much overcomes any other difference we have.
The squirrel got a fresh chance at life thanks to Dana and the Wild Animal Rescue centre, and I got a fresh new friendship that’s endured all through high school … which, in a hormone-rich, emotionally volatile, teenage environment is not nothing.
In Fit for Life I lift weights, try to achieve and hold difficult stretches, and find new routes across the school bouldering wall. Dana spots me, refills my water bottle, and calls, “Rather you than me!” from her place on the gym mats.
When I complete my traverse and drop to the mat, Mr. Wayne is standing beside Dana. “You’re up next,” he tells her.
“I don’t think so,” she says.
He sighs. “Why did you sign up for this course if you were never going to participate?”
Dana’s as straight-up as they come – even when it might help her cause to lie a little bit, she just can’t. “Ms. Amali told me I need to have some variety on my transcript for my university applications – do something different. So …” She looks all around her and shrugs, indicating being in this gym is about as out-there as she can imagine.
“Right,” Mr. Wayne says, “but I think she meant you should actually do the different thing.”
Dana lifts her eyebrows. “I’m not so sure about that. She definitely didn’t say those exact words.” Dana wants to be a lawyer. She’s going to be a good one. She’s lawyering Mr. Wayne about the course she’s taking to improve her chances of eventually getting to law school.
If I can distract Mr. Wayne for three more minutes the bell will ring, and Dana will be home free. “Dana’s a team player. Teamwork.” I nod, slowly, to show due respect to Mr. Wayne’s favourite word. He has one of those cheesy posters on the wall that spells T-E-A-M vertically, with, Together Everyone Achieves More coming from the letters.
His brow furrows. “How do you figure?”
“Just now, I wouldn’t have made it across without her encouragement.”
“Is that so?”
“Absolutely. Her presence gives me strength.”
Before Mr. Wayne can call bullshit, Dana holds up my Nalgene. “And I’m going to go fill Laney’s water bottle for her. I know how important hydration is.” No sooner has she turned on her heel, than the bell rings. “Oh!” she tosses the bottle back to me. “Gotta run! See you later, Laney!”
The rest of the class is right on Dana’s heels.
Not me, though. Ever since Mr. Wayne realized I was the student he’s been waiting for – the one who truly wants to be as fit as possible, the one willing to be physically uncomfortable to improve my performance – he’s been willing to stay for an hour after school to serve as my taxpayer-funded personal trainer.
Which is good, because I don’t have the funds for a private one.
“Do that again,” he says as I lie, side-planking on a mat that smells of high school gym – a combination of dust, old varnish, and boy sweat. The smell of my second home. After the barn.
I can’t. The words that jump into my head are half true. I don’t want to do another side plank – that’s completely true. But I can probably struggle up into some semblance of a plank. I smother a sigh – because Mr. Wayne has a family, and a life, and there are things he’d rather be doing, too – and instead I grunt, because he doesn’t mind that, it shows I’m trying. I get myself up … ish.
Not very straight, it has to be said. Not steady – not at all – in fact, I sway and collapse, much faster this time than the initial attempt which led to his request for a repeat.
He crouches beside me. “So, what’s going on here?”
I roll onto my back. “Weakness.”
“Where?”
“Core is the most obvious candidate. But …”
“But what?” he asks.
“Could it be my hip flexor?”
“You tell me.”
I rethink my failed side plank. The sense of instability that sent me toppling onto my front. My inability to restabilize. I blink up at him. “The foot bone’s connected to the ankle bone …”
He smiles. Nods. “I agree.”
It’s something he’s taught us all in Fit for Life. Taught me, in particular, in these workout sessions. The pain in your shoulder probably doesn’t initiate in your shoulder. Your knee buckles because of weakness elsewhere.
Most of us have a weak spot. Or a tight spot. Or a spot that’s weak because it’s tight. In my case, ever since I fell off a very clever, very (swervy) pony who deked west and left me deking east, my hip has been creakier than it should be in a teenage body. When I work on my hip, my knees move better, my feet don’t hurt, and if I keep it up maybe – just maybe – I’ll be able to hold a better side plank.
And in my case the connections go further than the foot bone, connecting to the ankle bone, connecting to the leg bone, because in my case, I want to be able to climb on a one-thousand-pound animal and persuade it to do what I want it to using not much more than my leg and hip bones.
“So, what can we do to work on it?” I ask, and Mr. Wayne says, “Let’s figure that out.”






  
  Chapter Three
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It’s never too cold to cycle. 
I keep telling myself that.
Still, it would help if I had a thicker set of gloves. In the meantime, I flex my fingers to keep them from stiffening around the handlebars. And soon I’m going to have to dig my thermal skull cap out to keep my ears warm under my bike helmet. Having said that, the temperature is above freezing, so my ears might sting a little, but there’s no chance of frostbite.
Overall, I’m not going to complain. The ride to the barn might be chilly, but it’s a lot quicker than the bus, and the days are coming when it will be too snowy to bike, so I’m going to appreciate cycling while I can.
Plus, it counts as cross-training.
One of the selling points of McKellar Equestrian Park is that it’s located within the city limits. The big, rumbling city garbage trucks pick up trash and recycling from the end of the long driveway, which is also where the bus stop is located, and the municipal bike trails run behind the paddocks.
Still, the people who keep their horses here don’t come by bike or bus. McKellar’s other selling point is the level of comfort it provides – indoor bathrooms, change rooms with showers, the biggest indoor arena in the region (and the only heated one), a conveyor system to clear away dirty bedding and uniformed stable staff to clean the
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