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      “You may as well let her go, boyo!”

      As the mare under me bucked again and twisted herself to remove me from her back, I barely heard Henry shouting and laughing at the fence where he had one foot propped, his cap in his hand. I had to do something, but letting go certainly wasn’t part of my plan.

      I gripped the reins tighter in my hands and pulled her head to the left to spin her into control. Instead, she bolted with several quick steps. Henry slapped his cap against the inside of the fence with a whoop as we passed; he was now standing on the lowest rail with a grip on the post for support. I took in the look of glee on his face as we blew past him.

      The ring wasn’t large enough for her to go far, so nearly as soon as she’d taken off, she jerked us back in the other direction, kicking up clods of thick dirt. The muscles in my legs and stomach clenched as I strained to stay upright. My saddle was designed for performance and maneuverability, not for keeping me secured in place, which worked to my advantage during our matches. In this scenario, it did quite the opposite.

      I whipped my head up and called to my friend, “Open the bloody gate!”

      He hopped to the ground and reached for the latch. We barreled through the opening left behind like this had been both of our intention from the beginning. When I had agreed to take the mare off auld man Wallace and train her, I hadn’t known that no one bothered to tell the wild creature that her event racing days were over. The tension in her body gave way as she realized that she was free of her confinement, and I would have liked to believe that it was my direction she was following as we tore down the path ahead of us.

      I had spent the better part of three days doing groundwork with this horse since she arrived. Retired racehorses were known to make excellent polo ponies for their speed and endurance. Unfortunately, those skills were only helpful if you could actually ride them. I pushed my feet down in the stirrups and shifted in the saddle to find more stability after being tossed about. My cap had abandoned the top of my head, causing my hair to take on a mind of its own, as well. Not that I ever had much control over it to begin with. My unruly reddish-brown curls were nearly as stubborn as the chestnut beneath me.

      As I turned back to see if I could spot my cap lying on the ground, I realized we’d already run so far that Henry had disappeared from sight. I lifted my eyes to the shrinking stables that stretched out in long fingers from the main barn. We had room for 60 horses comfortably across the three buildings, and several of them were peeking out over their wooden half doors, ears pricked forward with curiosity at the spectacle I’d made of myself. If this was what the mare wanted, then I supposed I may as well just give it to her after such an impressive effort. I leaned forward slightly and spurred her on with my heels at her sides.

      We approached a gap in the stacked stone wall that ran along the road, and I urged the horse through with little protest, her legs swooshing through the overgrown grass and weeds that were threatening to overtake the meadow. Summertime here made everything come alive so quickly.

      I swept my gaze over the lush expanse as we curved around toward the top of a small hill that allowed you to see most of our land all at once on days when the fog lifted. I briefly considered stopping for a moment since I’d not been up there for some time, but just as the thought crossed my mind, our path was intercepted by a bird we spooked out of the grass. My whole body tensed immediately, readying myself for the inevitable. Fuck.

      The mare tossed her head and threw herself onto her hind legs as she swiveled to change direction. Somehow, I managed to hold onto the reins tight enough that I stayed seated, but rearing turned to bucking quicker than I could anticipate. I gasped as I was tossed to the ground with a hard thud; my teeth clacked together and the air left my lungs. I rolled onto my back as I brought a hand to my chest, trying desperately to take a deep breath.

      “Ow,” I choked out after a few coughs, slowly opening my eyes and staring at the sky above me. As my heart started to beat at a more normal pace, I pushed myself up onto my elbows. The chestnut mare was standing a short distance away, eyeing me as she worked on catching her breath, too. We stared at each other for a few seconds, and then all I had the strength to do was flop back down into the tall, dewy grass.

      I closed my eyes again, pulling one leg up at the knee and resting an arm over my eyes, breathing through the ache in my chest as I felt soreness collecting in other parts of my body. Namely my wrist and my hip, both of which had taken the brunt of my fall.

      Had I really just been thrown from a horse? In my whole life, I had been tossed few enough times to count on one hand. On three fingers, really. My mind was starting to tick with excuses about why I had to give the horse back to Wally when hoofbeats reached my ears. I remained still, guessing at the source, and then they slowed to a quick stop.

      “Has she killed you, then?!”

      I couldn’t help the grin that pulled at the corners of my mouth. I had to clear my throat to speak loud enough to answer. “I don’t think so.”

      “Aye, feckin’ beast, she is! Where’d you land?” Henry called as I heard him dismounting from his own horse, a beautiful dark bay gelding. I stifled a groan as I held up the arm that I had been resting across my eyes. Henry cursed under his breath as he trudged through the thick grass that was tall enough to hide me from view. I opened one eye to look up at him when he stopped next to me. He let out a quick laugh and shook his head.

      “Sorry state you’re in, I’ll bet. How’s the lungs?” He extended his hand toward the one I was still holding up and he pulled me to my feet.

      Once I was standing, he held my shoulder and patted my chest, eyes searching my face since I hadn’t answered his question. Henry had been my closest friend since we were young boys when his family moved to the country, and after all those years he was still just the same. Same red hair, same heavy brogue, same crooked grin.

      “I’ll be alright. Just sore, is all,” I told him, half convincing him and half convincing myself. Henry narrowed one eye at me, taking in the look on my face to see if he really believed me. When he decided that he did, his smile returned, and he patted my chest once more.

      “That was some ride! You really are a legend, Pete, really and truly.” Henry laughed again and tromped through the tall grass toward the mare I had been forcibly removed from. She squealed and tossed her head a little as he grabbed the reins. He ignored her protest as he raised the leather strap forward over her head and started walking. I was relieved to see that she trailed after him. He passed me and went to grab his own horse. “Will you feel like riding back?” he asked over his shoulder with a chuckle.

      “I think I’ll walk,” I replied flatly, finally taking a few steps in their direction as I rubbed my sore wrist. I couldn’t tell if it would swell or not, but it definitely wasn’t broken. I wiggled my fingers to confirm. Henry took the reins of his gentle gelding, put his boot in the stirrup, and bounced on his other foot once before he swung himself up into the saddle. We had been doing this for so long it had become second nature. He adjusted his position and turned back to look at me, the two horses swishing their tails to move the bugs that were starting to bother them.

      “I’ll drop her off for you and then be on me way. I’m required company with Da today.”

      I nodded and Henry turned without another word, squeezing his legs to push his horse into motion, the mare at his side. I watched them go, waiting until they had turned the corner back onto the dirt road before I started winding my way down the sloping hill toward the open gate.

      I realized now that the grass was tall enough to reach my waist, so I stepped carefully to avoid tripping over anything lurking below that I couldn’t see. This meadow had been out of use for several years now. It connected to all the others with more gates in the low stone walls, some of which had also seen better days. As a child, I couldn’t have pictured anything but the pristine grass, freshly painted gates, and horses or sheep dotting each available pasture. Now, we were lucky to have the business we did.

      I rolled my shoulders a little to loosen them up. I was surprised how damp my clothes were from the dew. My thin wool waistcoat and shirt were soaked through on my back, as well as my riding breeches. As I looked up at the sky and the clouds that had started to gather and darken, I figured that it also could be left over from a rain shower. Such abundant greenery was hard to come by without the ever-present rain.

      When I finally made it back to the low wall, I stepped onto the road and turned slightly to study my clothes. My backside and hip were a mess of wet, dirt, and a rather large smear of green. Lovely. At one time, I wouldn’t have cared if my clothes got a rip or stain. I would’ve had new ones waiting for me before I could even start to worry about the old ones being ruined. But this was one of the few pairs I had left, and I felt fortunate that they still fit me.

      I made a feeble attempt to wipe the dirt away, but it was useless. I could already hear Nan’s admonition. I sighed and started the walk back, but stopped shortly after. To my left was another gate, this one shut, that I had not been through for quite some time either. I reached up to rest my hand on the splintering wood and looked beyond the hill to a stand of trees that hung heavy with bright leaves. The slight breeze that was bringing in the rain clouds rustled my hair across my forehead and caused the grass and trees around me to sway.

      I reached for the latch and paused only for a second before pushing the gate open. My feet carried me up the gentle slope to the edge of the tree line, where a small stone bench was resting. I rubbed my hands up and down my hips along the seams of my breeches, a nervous habit, and sat on the cold slab of a seat. My chest was feeling heavy again. I took a slow, deep breath as I let my gaze sweep across generation after generation of Walshes. My family had lived and died here for so long that some of the graves were unmarked, or time had worn the stone markers to the point of no longer being legible.

      That wasn’t the case for a small collection of them toward the right side, underneath one reaching branch of the giant oak that loomed above. Richard Walshe. Catherine Walshe. Nicholas, Elizabeth, Mary. My mammy and dad. My brother and my two sisters.

      How had it been so long already? Two years since I’d heard the girls all giggling in the garden together. Two years since I’d spent a whole day training with Dad. Two years since my family had been whole and healthy and happy.

      I coughed a few times and wished I had brought something to lie down beneath their names. I turned around to look behind me, but the only flowers I could see were the little yellow ones that were just weeds sprinkled through the grass. That wouldn’t do. Instead, I picked myself up off the bench and made my way back toward the gate, making a silent promise to myself that I would come back with a suitable bouquet. As I swung the gate closed behind me, I gave one last look up toward the oak tree and started toward home again as the wind picked up.
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        * * *

      

      The first light raindrops started to fall just as I reached the cobblestones that led to the kitchen door. I pushed it open, the hinges sounding their familiar squeak that made it impossible to come or go without announcing yourself to anyone within earshot.

      “Lucy, dear?”

      “It’s me, Nan.” I braced myself for the greeting I always got from my grandmother – a steady mix of affection, concern, and discipline.

      “Oh, Peter,” it came, my name both a coo and a reprimand. She looked me over and tsked my dirty clothes as I took a seat on a stool by the counter, across from where she was stationed by the sink drying dishes. I worked to unbutton my waistcoat as she milled about, gathering things to feed me before she picked the kettle up off the stove and poured steaming water into a cup.

      “I’m sorry about the stains, Nan. It was an accident. I got tossed.” The words left my mouth before I could think to stop them, and she whirled on me, eyes squinting and lips pressed together, making her wrinkles more pronounced.

      “John Wallace. That man’s going to get an earful from me.” She slapped a plate of biscuits with jam in front of me, followed by the cup of tea, and then she wiped her hands briskly on a towel before picking up her skirts and swiftly exiting the kitchen, hinges protesting all the while. I turned to watch after her through the window as it settled on me that she meant auld Wally would be hearing from her right now. Or at least as quickly as her short legs could carry her.

      Part of me felt sorry for the man, but another part of me was glad that her reaction had been what it was. All of it could have been directed at me. And for a long while, it had been.

      Peter, she had scolded, what are you thinking being on a horse again so soon? You’re in no condition to be doing such exercise. The doctor has told you that your body needs more time to recover. Your lungs aren’t strong enough. After all this family has been through. Please give it more time.

      As much as it vexed me, I had listened to her. I spent nearly half a year out of the saddle, and that was even after the months I was laid up in my bed. It didn’t stop me from being in the stables, though. As soon as I’d been able to stand on my own and dress myself without help, I was with my horses.

      I turned my attention back to the tea Nan had poured, reaching over for the honey she kept just for me. I lifted the spoon out of the thick amber syrup and plopped it down in my cup, stirring gently to prevent it from clanging around against the sides too much. I took a sip and felt the warmth spread down my throat to my chest, and then ran a hand through my hair before I slid off the stool and carried my late breakfast up the stairs to my bedroom.

      Our house was large, by most standards, but it was not elaborate. Simple artwork adorned the walls, modest furniture was spread throughout, and there were enough bedrooms that none of us had to share – a luxury when you have six kids, Dad had always said. Now it felt too empty most days, which I didn’t like, so I tried to spend as much time away as I could. I think we all did, except for Nan, who felt most comfortable in her kitchen and keeping the rest of us well cared for.

      I passed by several closed doors on the long hallway upstairs before I reached my own. The door across from mine was open just a crack. I stepped across to peek inside. My baby sister, Lucy, was sitting in the middle of the floor, her dolls around her in a circle, and she was reading to them from one of her favorite books. She had given them each a seat on a pillow from her bed, and one of them toppled over. She stopped reading and reached for it.

      “Lizzie, really, if you don’t want to listen to my story then you can just take a nap. I won’t mind!” She held the doll up to her ear and paused, then held it away again and looked her in the face. “I understand you don’t like this story, but Mary does, and it was her turn to pick. Now sit and be quiet or go off to bed.” I watched her prop the doll against the side of the pillow for better balance. A slight grin spread on my lips.

      I crossed the few steps back to my own door and pushed it with my foot. My window was open, allowing the fine mist of rain to blow in, so I quickly set down what I was holding to shut it. The sheer, cream-colored curtains slowed to a stop on either side with the breeze now gone, and I peered out at my view. I could see just a bit of the meadow I’d taken my spill in earlier. The stone wall surrounding it stretched far off into a web of grayish lines, separating the various pastures from areas that were just a bit too steep or rocky to make any good use of. Trees and hearty shrubs dotted the land.

      Ivy grew thick on the wall closest to our house, running parallel with the path Nan was now coming back up after paying a visit to John Wallace, the man who managed our stables and lived in the small cottage just beyond them. I couldn’t read her expression underneath the bonnet she had put on after her departure, but her pace told me that she was satisfied that auld Wally now knew better than he did before.

      As I turned away from the window, I pulled my navy-colored waistcoat off and dropped it on the floor. Luckily, I remembered the disaster that was my rear end before I plopped down on my white sheets, and instead chose to sit on the wooden bench at the end of my bed to remove my riding boots. Normally I would have kept these at the barn, but before I made my way back down there, I was in desperate need of freshening up.

      I pulled my knee-high boots off, then my socks, and then the rest of my clothes followed after I pushed myself up off the bench and made my way to the kettle sitting on the stone hearth of my small fireplace. Even though the days were pleasant this time of year, the nights could still be quite cold. I wrapped a thick cloth around the handle and lifted the kettle over to the wash basin in front of my mirror, carefully pouring the water out before I returned it to its resting place. I looked up at my reflection and studied the man staring back at me.

      I had broad shoulders and strong legs, but falling sick had really done a number on my body. I was still trying to regain weight I had lost. Muscles I once had from spending tireless hours on horseback had been quickly diminished from lying in bed, coughing so much that it was impossible to eat or drink or sleep. Most of my clothes were still loose on me, but I was working to return to where I had been – who I had been, before.

      I cupped my hands into the lukewarm water and leaned down to splash it on my face a few times. I reached for a small towel that was hanging beside the basin and wiped my face and chest with it. A few locks of my auburn hair fell damp across my forehead, and I brushed them aside with my sore wrist, which I examined next. Still no swelling, but tender. I could live with that. I turned slightly and my eyes went wide as they met the large bruise forming on my hip.

      “Ow,” I whispered in repeat of earlier as I reached to gingerly poke at my mottled skin. I decided that this might require some better attention later, but I was sure I would live as I looked back up into the mirror image of my own green eyes one last time before going in search of clean clothes. I stepped over the trail of dirty ones I’d left behind a few times before I stopped to pick them up and put them into the woven basket by the door. In the past, someone came and collected my clothes off the floor if I forgot. But now there was no “someone” other than Nan, and she didn’t tolerate soiled clothes being strewn about for her to gather up and wash and put away.

      I was dressed and halfway down the steps when I remembered my half-finished breakfast I’d left behind. I groaned internally and vowed to collect the dishes before Nan found them. I slid my hand down the smooth banister as I went, but had to pause at the bottom for a moment to catch my breath; I hadn’t realized I was taking them so quickly. I straightened my shirt and peeked around the corner. The door to the kitchen was open and I heard Luc and Nan talking, so I took my opportunity to slip past, grateful that the front door was well-oiled and not a hindrance to my silent exit.

      Once I made it outside, I shifted my riding boots to my other hand and followed the path along the ivy-coated wall toward the stables. John Wallace was busy carrying a freshly polished saddle when he spotted me. His thick brows knit together to become one under the thin brim of his cap that covered his completely bald head.

      “Settin’ auld Nan on me, are we? That’s mighty low of you, seeing as how we made this deal fair and square just the two of us!”

      His attitude made me bristle.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were offering me a literal wild animal!” I followed him into the room that held our tack and set my boots next to a wooden crate that contained more of my belongings, while he nestled the saddle onto its stand like one might set a very expensive vase onto a table made of glass.

      “I told you she was a feisty one, didn’t I?!” He huffed and turned to look up at me then, holding his cap to keep it from sliding off. I was a good head and shoulders taller than the middle-aged man. “She’s a fine creature and has all you been lookin’ for, wouldn’t you say? Lightning fast, no doubt, with a great body. I don’t see a problem.”

      “Wally, I can’t get her ready soon enough for this season, and I won’t have enough time to train her and the rest of my team over the summer. What do you want me to do?”

      The deal he had cut only partly involved me. I suspected that someone with a lot of money and pull made up the other part, which made him adamant that things worked out. This was a spot he found himself in too often, and I knew I shouldn’t get mixed up in it, but secretly I had been excited for a new challenge.

      I trailed him out of the tack room and down the row of stalls. Wealthy people – our neighbors – and several other polo players paid a lot of money to board their horses with us. Walshe was not just my last name, but a reputation to uphold. Something about the land, they claimed; the grass and water and air made for the highest quality care a horse could receive. Even people who were rich enough to have the most well-kept equine facilities on their own land bid and fought for a stall here when times were good.

      I passed Henry’s bay gelding and the three other horses that made up his team, and then came to a stop in front of the half door the chestnut mare stood behind. When she noticed me, her ears pinned back and then flicked forward, and she tossed her head twice. I leaned my forearms on the top of the door and studied her. He was right. What she lacked in manners she made up for in her strong shoulders and great bones. No doubt she could turn on a pinpoint. My sore body was proof enough of that. I took in a breath and let it out slowly, shaking my head. I didn’t want to give up on her, but she wasn’t anywhere near ready to ride in a match.

      “Just give her a chance, eh? For your auld pal Wally?” He clapped me on the back and didn’t wait for my answer as he turned another corner and disappeared through the open door. A soft nickering sound pulled my attention and I pushed off the door, turning to my own horses standing behind me.

      I reached up to rub my palm flat against the tall bay mare’s face, my fingers scratching the splash of white between her eyes. She was my champion. Her neighbor was my youngest, a gray who had proven herself to be an incredibly quick learner and even quicker on her feet. Last, on my other side, was my chestnut gelding who was the steadiest horse I’d ever met.

      “Well, what do we think?” I asked them quietly, glancing over my shoulder. “Can we make something out of her yet, or am I a fool?” Their lack of response was expected, but entirely unhelpful. “Some friends you are, doubting me,” I murmured. I scratched the mare’s white patch again and then let my hand fall to my side as I made my way to the large door leading to the courtyard between the barn and the rows of stables.
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      As it turns out, I forgot the cup and plate in my room, and Nan gave me an earful over supper just as she had given Wally earlier that day. I promised her that I would do better. She gave my hand a squeeze with her rough, crooked fingers before turning her attention to my brother, William, and his bride, Anne.

      Our families had known each other for as long as anyone could remember, and although it had not been put into words for the rest of us to hear, the two of them had been groomed for marriage since they were born. Fortunately for them, it turned out to be a union for money and for love. The wedding was to be a grand event, as weddings usually were amongst those who could afford it, especially since Anne was an only child.

      Then we all got sick. And then we didn’t all get better.

      Fidgety William and Practical Anne decided that they didn’t want a large wedding after all, so the ceremony was held at our home, where everyone in attendance fit very comfortably in our small garden. I saw Anne cry for the first and only time when Nan presented her with a dress to wear on her special day. Cream-colored with fine lace details and sleeves that came to her wrists; it had been our mother’s dress. She had protested at first, saying she just couldn’t, but we all insisted.

      Anne was the one who had kept me alive.

      When the first of us fell ill, Dad had arranged for Nan to take Mary and Lucy, the youngest two by a few years, and stay far away until it all passed. Before they could leave, Mary started showing symptoms, too. William was attending business in Dad’s place in practice for taking over the estate someday, so he wasn’t home, either. The six of us remained in our house, reduced to our weakest forms in a matter of days.

      William had been furious with Anne for exposing herself to us, but she never got sick. Instead, she tended to us in our beds, making sure we were comfortable and hydrated and never wallowing in our sweat-soaked sheets for too long. She had seen my family through our absolute worst, and still loved us. So the dress, the wedding, was the least we could do to show our love back.

      And for a while, on that day, we were able to fill our minds and hearts with new memories of family and laughter that had been missing. William had been a nervous wreck as I stood by his side, and while I was certain I wasn’t the most qualified person to be comforting him before committing his life to a wonderful woman, I tried my best. Lucy was the image of joy, wearing her favorite dress and a crown of woven wildflowers, and Nan’s eyes twinkled as she watched our wilted family start to bloom again.

      Her eyes were not so bright now as we sat around the table a little over a year later, and I worried for her. The stress of running our family estate had fallen to William earlier than expected, who was twenty-eight and business-minded like our dad had been, but Nan still carried much of the responsibility. She was the one who fed us and clothed us and kept us going.

      She pointed her fork at him after taking a mouthful of food from it and spoke after she swallowed. “William, eat. How was your meeting today with Mr. Sullivan?” Nan watched as I finished the potatoes on my plate and promptly heaped another spoonful on the bare spot left behind. William tensed across the table, setting his own fork down and reaching for his glass to take a drink before he responded.

      “That man is nothing if not stubborn. And predictable.”

      “Aye, no news there,” Nan agreed, nodding her head and gently slapping Lucy’s hand away from the gravy boat, giving her a stern look. We had become quite content crowding around the cramped, round table in the kitchen together for every meal. The formal dining room sat vacant through a door behind me.

      “Anne, can we play before we read my bedtime story?” Lucy looked to her with big, hopeful green eyes that matched my own. Anne had proven that she was willing to do whatever she could to make her seven-year-old sister-in-law happy. Luc took full advantage.

      “Of course. Do you want to play with your dolls some more, or shall we pretend to go on an adventure in the garden? We haven’t done that in a while.” Anne had a sweet lilt to her voice that made her sound younger than she was.

      “How about we bring my dolls on an adventure in the garden!” my sister crowed from her seat.

      “One doll in the garden, Lucy.” William raised an eyebrow as he spoke, his thick mustache and neatly groomed beard making it impossible to read any expression on the rest of his face. “The last time you brought them all out, you lost one and cried for hours.”

      “I did not! I promise I’ll keep them all close this time.” Lucy looked to me with pleading eyes, and I shook my head.

      “Don’t you look at me. I’ll have you remember I was the one who searched into the night. I don’t care to do it again so soon, much as I love you, Luc.” I reached across and tapped her on the nose, and she laughed and pushed my hand away. I gave her a playful wink in return.

      I could see the sun setting in the window behind Anne’s blonde head, and I wiped my mouth with the napkin I had draped across my lap. “May I go, Nan? The horses...” I trailed off, leaving the rest of my excuse unspoken.

      “Horses, horses, always the horses,” came her response. I stood and kissed her cheek, a thank-you for not arguing and for supper. I tossed my napkin into my seat, took three steps, swiveled back to push my chair into the table, and then exited the kitchen. “There’s hope for him, yet,” I heard Nan say behind me as the door shut.
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        * * *

      

      The fading light didn’t hinder my stroll along the dirt path. I could have done it backwards with my eyes closed after making the journey so many times, even with the various dips and grooves that had been worn into it by heavy cart wheels and rain puddles. I stuck my hand in the pocket of my loose brown trousers and pulled out the apple I had swiped from the bowl on the counter. I took a bite, savoring the sweetness on my tongue.

      Growing up, our cook had a dessert prepared for us every night to wrap up our evening meal. Dessert had always been my favorite. Mammy teased that instead of one sweet tooth, I must’ve had at least three or four in there. I always agreed and would open my mouth wide and point to the ones I thought they were, making her laugh even though we had shared this inside joke a hundred times before.

      Ever since Nan became our only cook, the desserts came few and far between. Nan did not enjoy baking. I was grateful that she at least tolerated making jams and jellies, and kept the honey pot full just for my tea. The auld bird did love me.

      I took another bite of my apple as I ducked under a branch of the blooming ash tree that stood at the corner of the wall. I found Henry running a stiff bristle brush over his black mare’s already glistening coat. I would dare say that Henry’s horses were kept better than any I’d ever met, aside from my own.

      “How was she for you?” I asked, reaching out to touch her neck before I crouched beside her, running my hand down her leg to her fetlock, which had been swollen and warm the week before from an unknown injury. I couldn’t feel any evidence of either under my fingers now.

      “Grand, she was. Back to her normal self I’d say. Good thing, seeing as we have our first match in just a few days.” He paused his brushing and stood on his toes to peer down at me over the sway of the horse’s back. “The real question’s if you’ll be ready.”

      I looked up to meet his gaze for a long moment, my answer caught in my throat. I stood up and ran my hand down the smooth ebony side of the mare, stopping at her hip where her muscle twitched in response to my touch. Even though I had been cleared to return to riding, I’d sat out the last season. Nobody had questioned it. Some were even relieved. Henry and Nan, namely.

      Our four-man team had been whittled down to three, nearly two if I hadn’t held on the way I did. As the third position player and team captain, I felt enormous pressure to be there for my teammates, who were also my friends, and I just hadn’t felt ready. So, Henry and Thomas Dougal had teamed up with two other local lads to play the season, during which they had done just fine. I was proud of them for representing our village so well, and I attended every match, doing as much as I could to help from the sidelines.

      When I didn’t answer, Henry came under the ropes holding his horse to the posts along the wall and reached out to grasp my shoulder as he had done earlier. After being friends for so long, he didn’t need to ask many questions to read what was going on in my head.

      “I miss him too.” Henry squeezed once and then let go, turning to untie his mare, pulling gently to get her moving toward her stall for the night. She clopped along after him. The light was fading faster now, and I reached for the lantern that was nearest to us as we went, causing the flame inside to flicker. Our shadows danced in the aisle around us as Henry slid the door shut after delivering his horse to her stall and laid his tack across his shoulder.

      I could tell he had more to say, so I matched his stride and waited for whatever it was he needed to share. Unlike his talent for knowing where my thoughts were all the time, there was never any way for me to know what would leave his mouth next.

      Several horses popped their heads out over their doors as we passed by, looking for a handout even though they had all been fed. I held what was left of my apple on my flat palm toward one of Thomas’s horses. She sniffed it before gobbling it up in one bite.

      “Da says I’m to marry Sarah sooner rather than later. We’ve been courting long enough, he says. It would benefit the business, combining our families, and you know how Da feels about his business.” Henry and I both knew well enough what that meant. His father, also Henry O’Connor, cared about nothing else as much as he cared about his money. Mrs. O’Connor and the children didn’t suffer for anything except attention from the man who kept their lives well cushioned.

      “How does Sarah feel about it?” I asked, wiping my hand that’d been coated with sticky apple juice and horse slobber dry on my trousers. Henry and Sarah had been together “alone” only a few times, chaperoned all the while of course, and I marveled at the thought of marrying someone I had only just started getting to know.

      “She can’t wait!” he exclaimed, tossing his hands in the air for effect and startling the horse nearest to him. “Last time we met, she couldn’t stop talking about how she wants to make our home here in the countryside and start poppin’ out wee ginger babes! And I suppose that’d be a great chat if we hadn’t been sitting in front of my ma and her ma.” The last bit he grumbled out through gritted teeth with embarrassment.

      I stifled the laugh that threatened to escape my throat and held the lantern up higher as I leaned my shoulder against the doorway of the tack room. Henry chucked his expensive bridle and rope into the box by his things and heaved out a breath as he sat on the bench to remove his boots.

      “Of course, I’m lookin’ forward to parts of that as much as the next fella, if you know what I mean, and I know you do,” he paused to waggle his red brows at me, “but I feel like it’s all happening so quick.” He pulled on his other boots that only came up to his ankles, like the ones I was wearing, and straightened his waistcoat as he stood. “Who knows, maybe it’s just me draggin’ me auld feet. You know how much I hate bein’ forced into things if it’s not my idea first.”

      “You, mate?” I quipped, earning me a jab in the ribs as we made our way out into the twilight. I returned the lantern to the hook I had taken it from after I blew it out. Henry made his departure down the path that led in the opposite direction of where I was going, and I stopped to call after him. “I’ll be ready. For the match.” He didn’t pause his stride or even turn to look back at me, just tossed his hand up with a quick wave of his fingers in acknowledgement.

      On my way back to the house, I passed Anne and Lucy playing in the garden. Luc must have worked her charm especially hard on Anne if they were still outside so late. That, and Nan must have been distracted by something to prevent her from coming out to collect them. The kitchen door’s hinges announced my arrival as I glanced around to find nobody else in the room. I shut it behind me and made my way toward the short hallway that led to the stairs, but then I spotted what had kept Nan busy.

      The large tub in the corner of the kitchen by the fireplace had steam rising from it, and I realized she had drawn me a bath. I returned to lock the door and shed my clothes before stepping over the high side into the water. It was bordering on too hot, but I bent my knees to fit the best I could as I sat down anyway. My feet jammed awkwardly at the end, so I crossed one ankle over the other to get more comfortable. This had been much easier as a child.

      I closed my eyes and let my head rest back against the edge of the tub as the heat soaked into my sore muscles. The pain in my wrist had subsided, but my hip throbbed now that I allowed myself to pay it any attention. Bruised skin and body aches had become such an insignificant problem, though. I took a breath as deep as my damaged lungs would allow and pulled my legs up more so I could sink the rest of me below the water.

      A knock on the window in the tack room made jump, and I shot a look over my shoulder to see Jamie with his nose pressed up against the glass, making a face at me. I laughed and picked up one of my gloves and threw it at him, hitting my mark but doing no harm thanks to the pane of the window separating us. He pulled away with a laugh of his own that was muffled to my ears and took off running. I knew he would come to me, so I turned back around and continued buttoning my shirt.

      “Lucky shot, that!” he touted as he joined me in the room that forever smelled like fresh oil and hot leather. Jamie climbed over the bench I was sitting on to grab my glove off the floor and thwapped it against his crisp riding breeches a few times to clear off the dust. He threw one leg back over the long piece of wood and straddled it as he sat beside me. “Your glove, my good sir,” he said smoothly as he mocked a bow and held it out for me to take.

      I grinned despite myself and grabbed it from him, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he pulled it back, wrapping his fingers around the crook of my elbow with his other hand and pulling me along too so that we came close enough for him to press our lips together. I closed my eyes and reached up with my free hand to hold the side of his neck, my thumb resting against his jaw. He broke our kiss and leaned his forehead against mine, keeping a steady hold on my arm. I pulled on my glove again playfully and he gripped it tighter.

      “You’ll have to let go eventually,” I said softly. “They won’t let me play with just one.”

      “Always following the rules,” he purred even quieter, releasing his grip on my elbow to run feather-light fingertips along the inside of my forearm. A small shiver hurried down my spine. “I hope someday you’ll let me show you how fun it is to break ‘em sometimes...”

      I brought my head back above the surface, unable to fight the protesting burn of my lungs any longer and I coughed hard several times. I wiped the water off my face and blinked it out of my eyes, but my focus wasn’t on anything in particular as my mind continued to replay the memory I kept tucked away.

      “Feck! Warn a fella, would you?!”

      I startled away as Henry loudly protested what he was seeing upon striding into the room, but I knew it was in jest. He walked past us with an arm shielding his eyes. Jamie gave me a private smile and hopped up off the bench to finish dressing for our match that was starting soon, leaving me with the glove. I wished that I could have kept his delicate touches on my skin instead.

      “Jealous, Hen?” Jamie teased with a trill in his voice. I finished my last button and looked up to watch the reaction that would pull from our red-headed teammate.

      On cue, Henry threw Jamie a look of contempt. “Ha. It’s easy to joke when you’re the one gettin’ the ride.”

      “Ooh, do share with the class, James,” Thomas chimed in, running a hand over his dark hair that was held in place with wax as he came to join us. He was already fully dressed, save for the helmet he had wedged under his arm. His boredom must’ve been the only thing that brought him looking for us. “Can’t imagine which pretty girl would warm your bed when she’s got the rest of us to pick from.”

      Jamie only needed two seconds to come up with a retort he knew would get under Thomas’s skin. Not that it took much. “Didn’t know you liked to cozy up to your sister, mate.”

      I cringed and Henry howled with laughter as Thomas started for Jamie, but he was too quick and dodged out of the way before the fist could make contact. He kept after him though, and Jamie darted out of the room with Thomas on his heels, who was sputtering over the words I was pretty sure he meant to be curses leaving his mouth.

      “She is quite lovely!” Henry called after them, still laughing. He looked down at me then and shook his head, his mouth settling into the quirky grin he always wore as he slid his jacket on. “Wish it were the truth for both their sakes, eh?”

      I shrugged my shoulders in response. Thomas’s sister wasn’t completely unfortunate looking, but her sour personality really put the nail in the coffin. I couldn’t recall a single pleasant interaction with her.

      “Boys,” I heard my dad call after them from wherever he was in the stables. He was a soft-spoken man. I never once heard him raise his voice in anger or frustration, even when anyone else might’ve said it was called for. “Boys, I need you to knock that shite off in here before you set off the feckin’ horses.” Cursing, however, was never off the table.

      The two of them came back around the corner, with Thomas desperately trying to smooth his hair back into place after it had clearly been mussed. He eventually made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat and jammed his helmet down over it to worry about later. Henry looped an arm around his shoulders and steered him out of the room, offering an apology on everyone’s behalf. Thomas was only a few years younger than the rest of us, but his short stature and round baby face made it easy to treat him like the younger brother none of us had.

      I stood then to collect the rest of my things. I felt the weight of Jamie’s brown eyes on me as their voices faded and silence settled around us again. The late summer heat made the room warmer than usual, but I suspected we both knew that wasn’t the only reason a flush crept over my chest and up to my face.

      “Speaking of rules,” he started again finally, and then there was more of him on me as he wrapped his arms around my waist from behind and leaned up on his toes to kiss the side of my neck, “think there’s anything against playing with a stiffy?” I noticed the reason he was asking pressed against my backside.

      “Your own or someone else’s?” I asked with a smirk. Jamie’s lips curved against my skin, and he loosened his grip on me, his hands slowly sliding to my hips before letting me go. I reached to grab my helmet off its hook and walked past him to find some fresh air outside of the room that suddenly felt like a sauna.

      I swallowed and realized that my hand had traveled between my legs, despite the limited space I had to work with. I closed my eyes again and gave a few more lazy pulls. Immediately, I felt my chest tighten and my stomach sink, so I let go.

      Water dripped off my hand onto the floor as I reached to grab the herb-scented soap sitting on the low stool nearby. I lathered it between my pruney hands, scrubbed them through my hair, and continued methodically down the rest of my body.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I made it upstairs, Anne was tucking Lucy into her bed for the night. They must have already finished reading her story. I could hear the sleepy tone Luc had as she spoke.

      “Why did they want to play so many tricks on the girl?”

      “That’s what they do. They are mischievous little creatures.”

      “Why don’t they like humans?”

      “It’s not that they don’t like humans, they just don’t like the way we do things, and so they play tricks to get us to act a different way. Remember how Nan always tells you to keep your room clean, or else the fairies will sneak in at night and steal your toys or knot up your hair?” There was a long pause.

      “Why do they care what my room looks like?”

      Anne laughed sweetly. “Good night, love. Sleep tight.”

      She noticed me standing in the hall then and gave Lucy’s forehead a kiss after pulling her blankets up to her chin. Her fingers looped into the chamberstick’s metal handle, and she lifted it from the bedside table. She brought her other hand up to shield the flame as she stepped quietly out of the room and shut the door behind her.

      “I’m not sure what’s scarier, the fairy bedtime stories or how many questions she asks,” Anne admitted in a hushed tone with a tired smile.

      “Both. She’s become obsessed with them,” I said.

      When Anne wasn’t available, bedtime story was my duty, and Lucy had requested tales about fairies, and magic, and all sorts of other fanciful things for weeks. Luckily for her, our land’s history was deeply tied to the myths that she was so desperate to learn more about. Every child was raised hearing about them in an attempt to scare them into good behavior. Mammy says shut the door behind you, you might do it, you might not. But Mammy says shut the door or else the fairies will come in and steal the pie that’s cooling for dessert, you shut the feckin’ door. That one got me every time.

      “I was thinking maybe we could gather some things to make a fairy garden together,” Anne whispered. “It might help her channel some of this focus into something more tangible. Busy hands make for quiet tongues. We might get a break from the questions.”

      “She would love that. Let me know if you need any help with the bits and bobs. I’ll see what I can find.”

      “I will, thanks.” Her eyes searched mine in the candlelight and she tilted her head slightly to the side. “Are you holding up alright?”

      I looked at my feet and nodded. She reached up and placed her hand on my cheek, her fingers a cool contrast against my skin that was still warm from my bath. I raised my head to look at her again, and whatever expression I had on my face must have given me away. Her eyebrows pinched in concern. I didn’t trust my voice, so I swallowed hard, but she spoke again before I could.

      “You know, grief is something that nobody can write a book about. Only the person feelin’ it can know what they need to get through. But time is the healer of all pain, so don’t short yourself on it. If you need more time, then you keep taking it. And finally, one day, it will sit with you more like a scar than a wound. It’s there, but it doesn’t hurt so much. Or maybe it doesn’t hurt at all.”

      Anne had steered me into my bedroom while she spoke and remained at the threshold, where she rested her hand that wasn’t holding the candlestick on the handle of my door. She studied me for a moment longer before adding, “Rest well, Peter.”
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        * * *

      

      Of all the precious memories I kept safely in the back of my mind, there was only one that remained so powerful that I tried to keep it pushed down and locked away. As I laid in my bed, eyes fixed on the ceiling above me, I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I shifted my hands ever so slightly against the sheets on either side of me, grounding myself. It was only a memory. It wasn’t real. Not this time. I took a breath and closed my eyes.

      My sheer curtains billowed on the gust of wind that swept up the stone side of our house. The window was open to provide me with some fresh air. I had been in this room, in this bed, for several weeks, but I could only remember a very small portion of it. I had lost count of the days between my bouts of wake and sleep that had no rhyme or reason.

      Never in my twenty-one years had I felt exhaustion so overwhelming. Lifting my head to sip the broth Anne insisted I drink was a monumental task. Moving to the edge of the bed to use the chamber pot drained every bit of energy I had for hours. Anne told me that she was convinced I was in the kind of sleep you never wake up from. Some people might’ve been disturbed by that confession, but her honesty comforted me more than anything.

      Pain racked through me as a fit of coughs came out of nowhere. The ache in my abdomen presented itself in waves, whenever the fits came, but the burn in my lungs was there with every breath. Which was very unfortunate, considering I had to keep doing it again and again. There was no escape from it other than sleep when the concoction of pain relief Anne poured down my throat would wear off, so I tried to sleep as much as I could.

      I was attempting this task again when I heard a noise at my window. I forced one bleary eye open at the same time that my mattress dipped beside me from a change in weight, and I realized it was a person sitting there.

      A hand came up to brush my tangled hair away from my feverish forehead before sliding down to my cheek that I had begged Anne to shave clean for me when I had enough mind to think about it. That had been several days prior, so the stubble was back. I closed my eye again for a moment and then forced both of them open together, trying to focus on the face close to mine.

      “Peter,” he whispered. “You look like shit.”

      Jamie.

      I blinked slowly and turned my head against the pillow to face him more directly. My throat was so raw from coughing that I didn’t dare try to speak above a whisper in return – when I had tried before, I learned my voice had left me anyway.

      “Thanks.” It was all I could manage.

      He shifted closer to me and pushed his fingers back through my hair now, trying to keep it off my face since his previous attempt hadn’t worked. I didn’t want him to get too close in case I started coughing. I didn’t want him too close to... me. He shouldn’t be here. He should be as far away from me as possible.

      This realization jolted through me, and I blinked again, focusing harder.

      “What are you doing here?” I got the last word out before the coughing started, and I desperately tried to keep it away from him by turning my head the other direction and pressing my mouth against the pillow as much as I could.

      Jamie twisted around so that he could bring his legs up onto the bed and curled his body against me, his leg draping over one of mine and his hand coming up to rub gently across my chest. As comforting as it was, it did little to ease the feeling that someone had dumped a shovel full of hot coals into my lungs. I found the strength to move my hand to his arm.

      “I came to see you, obviously.” His tone was still light as he said this, his head resting in the crook of my neck like it had so many times before. Never in my bed, though. When he spoke again, his whisper was more serious. “I’ve missed you terribly, you know. My life is very boring without you in it.”

      For the time I had been awake during this whole ordeal, all I had thought about was Jamie. Anne hadn’t heard from him or his family or anyone else, for that matter, other than the traveling doctor who was completely outnumbered by the ill people he needed to help. He had come to our house only once and told Anne to make us comfortable for our departure. My parents and brother and sisters were in their own beds in the rooms around me, each suffering as I was, but it was Jamie who filled my head and my heart.

      Now that he was here, I still had so many questions. Was he sick? Had he already recovered? How did he get in here? He must have heard the gears turning in my brain because the next thing I knew he had turned my head back toward him with his fingertips on my jaw and he leaned up to kiss me. It was so gentle, but I lacked the vigor to lean into it, so I remained still and cherished the touch while it lasted.

      I tried to not think about how dry my lips were when he finally pulled away, self-conscious despite everything.

      “Are y-... Your family...” I started, and he moved his hand back to my chest and snuggled impossibly closer.

      “Shh. We’re all fine.” Jamie had three sisters like me, but two were older and his baby sister had died unexpectedly as an infant. I felt some relief. He was here, and that was all that mattered right then.

      I moved my hand on his arm up toward his shoulder with great effort, and he made a quiet noise in the back of his throat. My chest tightened from the happiness I felt over him being in my arms, which triggered another coughing fit that lasted so long I was afraid Anne would hear and come to check on me. He sat up then, looking over my body as if to observe all the ways this illness had affected me.

      “You’ll get caught.” I said finally, and he made a pitiful face as he nodded.

      “I know. I didn’t plan to stay long. I just couldn’t keep away for one more minute.” He moved to sit closer to my head and leaned down to kiss me again. This time he deepened it like I hoped he would, and I used every bit of energy I had left to wrap my arms weakly around him. He felt thinner, as I’m sure I did, but maybe it’s just that I hadn’t seen him for so long and I had forgotten how his body felt under my hands. No, that couldn’t have been it. A few weeks apart couldn’t possibly have been enough time to forget the body I’d spent hours exploring.

      As Jamie’s words sank into my sluggish mind, a sense of dread washed over me. I had missed him so much. I didn’t want him to go yet.

      “Stay,” I pleaded on a wheeze between coughs. I didn’t care if I sounded desperate. He pressed his lips together in a frown and he dipped down to rest his forehead against mine like he always did. His hands cupped my face for just a moment before he kissed the corner of my lips.

      “I’ll stay until you fall asleep, okay? You need your rest, so that when I come back again in a few days we can get you out of this bed.”

      He moved to lie beside me, his face returning to the curve of my shoulder and neck, where he planted a few gentle kisses on my collarbone. I wasn’t wearing a shirt; I wasn’t wearing anything at all under my blankets, actually. In another moment of time that would have thrilled both of us. The fatigue hit me then like a wall, and as I drifted to sleep, I couldn’t tell which one of us coughed.

      Jamie didn’t return in a few days.

      After a week had passed, and after worrying that the whole thing had been a fever dream, I finally couldn’t stand it anymore. I had gained enough strength to sit up in my bed, with the help of some pillows tucked behind me. I stared at Anne as she came in with my soup and dry bread. She had grown increasingly quiet during her visits in my room, and I felt the tension between us. She had something she needed to tell me, but she wasn’t saying it.

      “Anne,” I croaked. My voice was still recovering like the rest of me. She glanced at me quickly but looked away again as she came around the bed and set my meal down harder than she probably meant to, the spoon clattering off the edge of the plate onto the wooden surface of the nightstand. “Anne,” I repeated myself with more effort this time, which made me cough. She stopped moving then and simply stood, her gaze finally making its way to my face. She held onto her skirts tightly with both hands.

      The silence stretched out uncomfortably.

      “Please tell me. The truth.”

      She shook her head almost imperceptibly, reaching up to swipe some of her blonde hair behind her ear, which had fallen out of the knot it was tangled up in. I let my head fall back against the pillows and squeezed my eyes shut out of frustration, brow furrowed. I had refused to let myself think of what had been happening outside
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