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			Gloria Grant is madly in love with Lo Ballantyne and with Christmas fast approaching, happiness seems to be life on a Wyoming ranch.

			 

			Despite the frost outside, there is warmth inside. Lo is attempting to reinvigorate her career and Gloria is pushing toward her dressage goals.

			 

			But then Gloria does something that could jeopardize Lo’s love.
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			The Lines of Happiness is a beautiful but poignant tale that speaks of loss, bravery in the arduous seasons of healing and a lasting encounter with love when it’s least unexpected. 

			-Nutmeg, NetGalley
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			-Henrietta, NetGalley
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			I sank down into The Lines of Happiness and allowed myself to wallow in the fullness of the language. The story of grief, loss and discovering love in an unlikely place is exquisitely written. It reminds me of the elegance of Jane Rule’s writing in her novel Desert of the Heart. Di Pierro must be blessed with a third eye as her novel speaks of life, grief and love in meaningful poignancy and perception.

			Underneath it all, The Lines of Happiness is a haunting love story slowly evolving from the devastation bequeathed one family. It is not a typical romance novel encompassing endless activities and interactions between the main characters. The Lines of Happiness is a deep dive into our motivations and self-awareness as we fall in love. Something I am sure most of us have forgotten over time. This is an essential reminder. 

			-Della B., NetGalley
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Chapter One

			Gloria coaxed along the baggage cart with its turned-in front wheel, trying to keep its halting, jerking metal form away from the slow-moving crowd around her. Travelers in their crumpled clothes, carting suitcases and bags of duty free, emerging from customs looking for fresh air and familiar faces, and she was one of them. She ran her tongue across her teeth, hastily brushed in the aircraft bathroom before landing, but still feeling less than best. She had been much too excited to sleep for more than half-hour stints on the flight from Melbourne and with each stopover, another block of excitement had been added to the tower building inside her, until she felt full of hollow blocks that might topple at any minute. The Jackson Hole airport was small compared to the international airports she had claimed residency at for stretches of hours, but it still carried the buzz of emotions. Now that the moment was nearing, her mouth felt dry and her eyes stung, as though all the moisture was being sucked out through her pupils. She blinked and raised an arm to wipe her eyes with the sleeve of her denim jacket. That face; she was searching for it, that copper hair and those hazel eyes. There were people but they weren’t her people, not her person.

			“Oh, sorry.” She swung the cart away from the foot it had met and looked up. It was the smile she saw first, and her eyes welled and she swallowed against her dry throat.

			Lo didn’t move, but watched her approach with an indulgent focus, held in the pleasure of the moment. Gloria sniffed and abandoned the cart a step too soon and she was in Lo’s arms, her ear being squashed by the side of Lo’s jaw, but the smell of Lo’s woolen coat was in her nose and the feel of Lo’s cold hands under her jacket, and Gloria knew this was close to heaven. A moment, any moment, in Lo’s company after months apart, feeling her in her arms, just like she’d rehearsed so many times in the theater of her mind. Letting go seemed like something that was near impossible, and they stood, not letting go, while the quick crush of people dispersed and the arrival/departure board flicked out a new schedule overhead.

			“Let me look at you,” Lo said, pulling back, her hands gripping Gloria’s upper arms. Her eyebrows drew together like she might cry. “You’re so tan, and what happened to your chin?”

			Gloria reached to touch the cut on her chin. “I ate the dirt in front of a fence, of course.”

			“Chester?” Lo asked.

			“Yup.” They both laughed because Gloria had kept Lo as up to date as she could about her life as she packed it up in Melbourne, especially the antics of the stubborn gelding Chester, who, when he was in a mood, was either brilliant over fences or refused to partake at all. “And you…” Gloria shook her head, then was unable to form words for the swell of emotion she was feeling, and said instead, “Let’s go.”

			“Your bags, silly.”

			Gloria laughed again and turned to drag the cart back around in a stuttering arc. It occurred to her how much laughing they did when they spoke, and after a spell among a humorless crowd, she realized how blessed they were.

			Lola, Lola, Lola, her heart beat its steady drum in time to the cart’s squeaking wheel.

			Everything felt new and magical: the icy black air hitting her face as they left the stark lights of the airport interior, the smell of snow overwritten with the chemical tones of jet fuel. The white pickup truck was like a metal farm dog, waiting joyfully for her. She felt like hugging it because it represented everything happy. Unlocked, it seemed to wag its bumper bar as she climbed in.

			“Let me turn the heat right up. It’ll probably warm up by the time we get home!” Lo said as the truck growled to life.

			“Home,” Gloria said, trying the taste of the word in her mouth. “Home.” It had a new flavor; thrilling and nerve-racking.

			“Tell me everything!” Lo said, the lights of passing cars flashing across her face.

			And as the temperature in the car thawed and became less affronting, the words flowed from Gloria, and she loved to say them, watching the changing expressions on Lo’s face—the closing in, the softening, the quick flick of surprise, the expansive roar of laughter. It was what she’d been waiting for, and she glowed with it, the heat generated from the energy between them.

			Oh, I love you, she thought, but she didn’t say it, instead keeping it as a warm coal, burning a hole in her pocket.

			Despite Lo’s warnings, arriving via air mail in envelopes bordered with blue and red stripes, the ground was slushier than Gloria expected and the cold more bitter than she was prepared for. Those letters, scribbled in Lo’s slanting scrawl—a blue ink embodiment of Lo’s essence—had kept Gloria afloat as she bobbed along on a sea of uncertainty, winding up her life, properly this time, to walk across the bridge of their relationship into the unknown. And now, here, in the unfamiliar landscape of late-November Wyoming, where angels lived and breathed and Hamlet was waiting for her in his layers of quilted rugs, a veteran to the cold more than Gloria, she was home. The windows of the old house glowed yellow against the midnight gloom and the pine trees bowed beneath the stars under the weight of the recent snow. Gloria’s breath spilled from her mouth in great plumes as she met the night with her warm body. Lo hurried ahead, her form tipped sideways with the baggage, but Gloria walked slowly, taking in the fresh palette of sights and scents, the smoke from the chimney curling up to meet the sky. Lo’s silhouette, backlit against the doorway, shrugging out of her jacket, disappearing for a moment, but Gloria’s memory followed her movements, picturing Lo throwing her keys into the bowl on the sideboard. She appeared again to hold the door open wider for Gloria and Gloria abandoned her panoramic postcard and loped up the path to meet her.

			Gloria stopped again in the kitchen doorway to look around. Everything was the same except on the kitchen table there was a bunch of pink roses wrapped in white tissue paper and cellophane, and on the counter was a large, frosted cake. Lo was already setting the kettle to boil.

			“Are you coming in, or are you just going to stand there and admire the cobwebs?”

			Gloria smiled. “I’m looking for them, but I think Sue-Anne’s duster has created an unnatural disaster across the local spider community.”

			“Those flowers are yours, so is the cake.”

			Gloria went to pick up the flowers. “Who are these from?”

			“Your number one fan.”

			“Who could that be?” Gloria ran a finger over one of the pale pink petals and held the roses close to breathe in their fragrance. “They’re beautiful, I love them.”

			“I’ll pass that on to your fan.”

			Gloria wandered over to the counter to peer at the cake. “Did they make this too? I’d have a kiss for them if they were here. Maybe next time.”

			“That was Sue-Anne’s effort. You can save your kisses for her. Well, maybe I’ll take one on her behalf.”

			“Just one?”

			Lo’s eyes were teasing. “How many can I have?”

			“I thought it was for Sue-Anne.”

			Lo smiled, but she was looking at Gloria’s lips and it felt like time had slowed and then they were kissing and Gloria dropped the roses on the counter and her hands were in Lo’s hair and close wasn’t close enough and kissing only made her want to kiss deeper until their faces were pressed together and she realized she’d grabbed a fistful of Lo’s hair. She let it go and they pulled apart. “Best not pass that one on to Sue-Anne. I don’t think she’d sign for it.”

			“She doesn’t know what she’s missing.”

			Gloria looked down at the roses dumped beside the chocolate cake and felt suddenly shy. It was just the two of them now, alone. Sue-Anne, the housekeeper, was at her own place; the guest houses were empty; Kip, the farmhand, was probably raising the roof of his cottage with his snoring. This was new territory, and they didn’t have a map yet. She glanced down at her hands with their short nails and callouses from holding a pair of reins all day, and Lo turned to take two mugs from the cupboard. The kettle started to whistle, and with Lo otherwise occupied, Gloria looked back up.

			“Is there a vase?”

			“Sure, too many of them. After Terrence passed my mother had to keep going and buying vases for all the flowers people were sending. Unless Sue-Anne has taken all of them to Goodwill or something.” Lo poured hot water into the two mismatched mugs. “Come to think of it, those are the first roses that have been in this house in a long time. Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” Lo replaced the kettle and looked ruefully at Gloria.

			Gloria left the roses where they were and went to take Lo into her arms. “Don’t be sorry.”

			“Take it as a measure of my affection that I didn’t give it a thought. Until now.” Lo hugged Gloria and gave her a brisk pat on the back. “Come, sit down.”

			“What about this jug…can I put the flowers in here?”

			“You do what you like, my love. This is your home now too.” Lo took the cups to the table and set them on top of cork coasters, then returned for the cake.

			Gloria filled the glass jug with water from the sink and freed the roses from their wrapping. It didn’t feel like her home yet, even though it had come to in the months she had lived there over spring and summer. Now autumn had all but passed and she was about to experience the idiosyncrasies of the ranch in winter. A summer rose, landed in the winter frost.

			Lo looked for the best spot to stab into the cake with its pale brown frosting and lopsided white writing that read WELCOME HOME GLORIA, and Gloria was reminded of another time when she and Lo had cake in the kitchen. There had been an electricity between them that day of a different kind.

			“Should we wait until everyone’s here tomorrow to serve the cake?”

			Lo gave her a withering look. “Do you think Sue-Anne hasn’t drilled me on what to do? Heat up the leftovers from supper, make sure she gets some cake, make sure she’s not hungry!” Lo recited in Sue-Anne’s anxious tones. “You know culinary pursuits aren’t my forte.”

			Lo eased a fat slice of gooey cake onto a yellow plate and put it in front of Gloria who dug her fork in, hopeful that her appetite would be piqued by the first taste, but weariness had set in and she put the fork back down.

			“Too tired?”

			Gloria nodded. “Can we save it for tomorrow?”

			“You must be exhausted. I don’t know why I let Sue-Anne boss me into force-feeding you cake at one in the morning.”

			Lo removed the cake and Gloria’s head leaned gratefully into her arms folded on the table. She couldn’t tell if she was hot or cold or maybe both. She listened to the muted sounds of Lo packing away the cake. She wanted a shower. Hot water running over her cold skin, washing away the journey still clinging to her like a film. She felt Lo’s fingers on the back of her neck.

			“Come on, Ms. Grant.”

			Lo’s voice came from far away, but Gloria stood and followed her obediently from the room. Her bags were waiting at the foot of the stairs that led to the bedrooms. Gloria looked up at the closed door of Terrence’s bedroom and wondered if it was still kept as it had been the day he died, or more to the point, the day he lived. She dragged her eyes away. Now was not the time.

			“I didn’t know where you’d want to sleep. I thought it would be presumptuous…” Lo trailed off.

			“You decide. I’m having a shower.”

			“Let me take these. There’s new everything in the bathroom.” Lo stifled a yawn.

			It seemed they were both too tired for anything more than stunted communication.

			There was a reason rituals of birth and rebirth involved water. Like passing from one realm to another. Gloria brushed her teeth properly, grateful for Lo’s careful forethought: toothbrush, towels, even a new pale blue robe hanging on the back of the door. Gloria felt a strange sense of being younger than her years, a freshly bathed child, scrubbed clean, without agency. After all the enormous decisions she had been making, it was a relieving feeling to fall backward into a routine that someone had cared enough to set out for her. There was another decision, though, but really it was no decision at all. Clutching her towel around her, braced against the cold, she tramped up the stairs and dragged her suitcase from where it sat indecisively on the landing into Lo’s room—their room—where Lo was sitting in bed, propped up on pillows, holding a finger in between the pages of the book she was reading. She took her glasses off, looking barefaced and tired and beautiful. She picked up a bookmark from the bedside table and Gloria noticed a little pinecone sitting beside the lamp. She smiled.

			“You still have it, the pinecone.”

			Lo slotted the bookmark in between the pages of her book and carefully placed it on the bedside table where her gaze stopped to regard the pinecone. “To me, that’s you.” She looked back at Gloria to see if Gloria had understood, and Gloria had understood perfectly. To Gloria, that pinecone was the moment she fell for Lo, or the moment she recognized something within herself, a question that suddenly begged to be answered.

			Lo shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.” She peeled back the corner of the sheet on the empty side of the bed.

			Gloria thought Lo would look away while she slid her clothes on beneath the towel, but she didn’t. Instead, she watched with feathery eyes that carried more vulnerability than Gloria felt. To look plainly and honestly was to lay yourself more bare than to shyly change in front of someone to whom, more than anyone in the world, Gloria wished to be beautiful. Even her sweatpants and T-shirt, were they right? Was she right?

			“Just throw the towel over the door and come to bed, it’s freezing.”

			Gloria’s skin was rough with goose bumps and she wasn’t even confident she was completely dry. She climbed into the big bed with its white sheets and Lo flipped the covers back over her and Gloria trembled, nerves fighting the cold. Her head sank gratefully against the pillow, and she could feel she was shaking the bed with her trembling.

			“Are you okay?” Lo asked, reaching to take Gloria’s hands in hers.

			“Are you sure this is what you want?”

			Lo squeezed her hands. “This is what I want. And you?”

			“This is what I want. You are what I want.”

			Lo’s warm legs entwined with Gloria’s tremoring cold ones and Gloria did what she’d been dreaming of doing for months on end—touched her fingers to Lo’s cheek and kissed her perfect mouth. Kissing Lo was absolute magic. Gloria had been fantasizing about her soft lips and cool tongue for weeks, and finally having Lo pressed against her was a blissful sensory explosion. In Gloria’s mind, Lo was still a miracle. Slow kissing felt like it was lighting up her neural pathways and sending electricity zinging through her veins. Gloria made herself stop and, they held each other close, and that was enough to feel safe and content and they rolled slightly away, their feet still touching, and fell asleep.

			




Chapter Two

			There was a lightness to the morning. Neither Gloria nor Lo had slept much but this new feeling had coated everything in a pearly sheen. Gloria stood at the kitchen window with Lo’s chin resting on her shoulder, watching snow sift down, her hands wrapped around a hot coffee.

			“Not long until we can go find our tree,” Lo said.

			“Our tree?”

			“Our Christmas tree. You pick it and Kip will cut it.”

			“Oh, how beautiful. Can we cut it?” Gloria looked through the white toward the stables.

			“Sure we can, we can do whatever we like.”

			Gloria felt her chest expand to accommodate her heart and her breath grew swift and shallow. She repeated it inside her mind: we can do whatever we like. She was here, with Lo, and when Lo spoke of her plans, they were plans with Gloria. It was such a wonderful feeling that it scared her slightly. She touched her fingertips to the balling cotton of Lo’s blue flannel sleeve so gently that only she could feel it. Happiness was a shade of blue, the buried blue of the sky, the blue of a worn-in shirt, the flecks of blue reaching toward the limbal ring of an eye. The blue shadow leaning into the edges of a happy glow. Gloria’s fingers found the pocket of warmth inside Lo’s cuff. “The weather looks so picturesque, but how do you get the horses worked?”

			“That’s what the barn is for. Every winter the boys clear it and we have our own indoor space. All of Peter’s toys are gone, which freed up a whole corner. I’d love to build a proper indoor arena, though.”

			“I can’t wait to see Kip.”

			“He’ll be in soon, no doubt. I’m surprised Sue-Anne isn’t here yet. I keep telling her to stay home in this weather, but you know what she’s like.”

			“Wait.” Gloria turned toward a sound in the corridor and Lo moved a step away as though she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

			“Gloria!” Sue-Anne’s voice announced her imminent entry.

			Gloria and Lo looked at one another, suppressing giggles, then Sue-Anne rounded the corner with her granddaughter clutched to her bosom with one hand and a bag of groceries in her other. Little Hayley looked out with round eyes from beneath her gray beanie with its white pom-pom.

			“Oh, my goodness!” Lo held out her arms for Sue-Anne to pass the baby over. “Hello, honey-pie, you’ve grown.”

			Sue-Anne let the bag of groceries fall to the table with a thud. “Gloria!” She swallowed Gloria up into a warm embrace. “When Dolores said you were coming back, I just about cried tears of joy. We missed you when you left, even Clarence was quiet.” She released Gloria.

			“Probably because he had no target to spit at. I missed you all, Sue-Anne. Well, not Clarence.”

			“I’m sure you haven’t been eating properly. You girls mind the baby and I’ll get to fixing some breakfast. This weather makes everyone hungry as wolves, just you watch, Gloria. Those men will come in and start growling if there’s not something hot. Beth’s been called in to work so I said I’d bring the baby with me. Now, Gloria, tell me everything. What’s been going on?”

			Lo was jiggling Hayley up and down and kissing her tiny hand. “We’ve missed you too,” she said to the baby, and Gloria was dragged back through time to what she was sure must have been a similar scene in this very kitchen several years ago: Lo happily bouncing her own baby, unaware of just how cruel fate could be. It reminded Gloria what Christmas must be like for Lo without her child. As if reading her mind, Lo looked over at Gloria. She was smiling, but there were tears in her eyes. Gloria winked at her before going to foist her assistance on Sue-Anne, who was most unwilling.

			If Dolores liked cuddling the baby, she had nothing on Kip, who soared Hayley around like an airplane and made funny faces to make her laugh and smelled her head and held her on his lap as he ate, not minding her hand squishing through his food. When he saw Gloria, it had been a rapturous reunion, with Kip swinging Gloria around much like he’d done to Hayley, kissing her cheek and telling her she was all theirs now. Even Samuel the junior ranch hand had kissed her shyly on the cheek and told her he was glad to see her. His voice had stopped cracking, but he still blushed at every second word. Sue-Anne was none too pleased that the cake had been cut and not eaten, but she said it would do for morning tea, which Gloria thought was ludicrous as breakfast was so gigantic. Despite her skepticism, she couldn’t stop eating: eggs, hashed browns, corn cakes, pancakes, Sue-Anne’s fruit preserves, yogurt, muesli. It was more generous than a hotel buffet.

			“So, tell me, Kip, how’s the big boy?” Gloria meant Hamlet, Lo’s dressage gelding, who Gloria had been competing on while Hamlet was in training in Melbourne.

			Kip finished chewing a mouthful of bacon and swallowed. “He was a bit aloof when he got home, wasn’t he, Lo? Didn’t want to do anything.”

			“Oh, poor Hamlet.” Gloria had missed the big horse when he’d flown back home from Melbourne with Lo, even though Lo had kept her updated about his antics, but she felt bad that he’d been caught up in things, packed off to Australia for a few months then sent home to Wyoming again. His passport had more stamps on it than most people’s.

			Lo leaned over and moved a coffee cup from Hayley’s reach. “He moped for days and pretended he didn’t know who we were. He didn’t even come to the gate at feed time, he’d just wait until we walked away before coming over.”

			Kip shook his head. “I said to him, ‘Buddy, why the long face?’ But he just gave me the cold shoulder.”

			Gloria smiled. “Better not stirrup trouble.”

			Lo joined in. “Get off your high horse and leave Hamlet alone.”

			Sue-Anne looked at them all in astonishment and was about to say something before Samuel said, “Quit horsing around and eat your food.”

			“Thank you,” Sue-Anne said. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

			They all laughed and Kip stood up and went to squeeze Sue-Anne’s shoulder before handing her the baby. “This weather ain’t too inviting but I’d better get back to it.”

			“Wait, I’m coming!” Gloria drained her coffee cup and took her dishes to the sink.

			“Gloria, take my jacket and hat hanging out the back,” Lo said.

			“And put on gloves!” Sue-Anne called.

			As Gloria followed Kip out, she could hear Sue-Anne fretting about newcomers not understanding the cold weather.

			Outside there was a cruel wind that hit Gloria harder than she was expecting. It sliced at her exposed cheeks and bit into her legs. The walk to the stables was a battle against the elements, and she would have taken her hat off to Kip and Samuel for their daily struggle were she able to do so. In the stables, Hamlet was trussed up like a Christmas turkey with his navy-blue rugs. In usual fashion, he was leaning against his stall door, watching out for food, a piece of sawdust stuck to his whiskers.

			“Hello, my Christmas Ham!” Gloria called as she approached.

			Hamlet looked over, his bright eyes curious. When he saw her, he let out a low, rumbling whicker. Gloria went to rub his face under the hood.

			“You have food on your face, as usual.” She wiped his muzzle with her gloved palm. “Oh, and you’re next door.” She peered over and saw Sonnet, Lo’s gray mare, looking slightly resentful in the next stable. It was only due to the training Sonnet had received in Melbourne that she was able to stand calmly in a loosebox at all. Previously she would have kicked the walls in and injured herself in the process.

			Hamlet swung his head around to look at Sonnet as though he had understood exactly what she’d said. Sometimes she felt that he did understand her. He was a comforting presence, a living, breathing teddy bear.

			Gloria made a little fuss over Sonnet, who tolerated it for a few seconds then decided she’d had enough, then Gloria went to get Hamlet’s saddle and bridle and brushes from the tack room. As she combed his bushy tail, she reflected on what her new life was going to be like. She and Lo had spent hours on the phone and via letters, planning how things would work. It seemed they had made plans to paint the broad brushstrokes of life—the division of labor, the living arrangements, the horses, the ranch—but had yet to fill in the detail. The detail, she supposed, would be filled in via day-to-day experience. It was the omission of detail in some cases that said as much as any conversation could. They hadn’t discussed how they would handle their relationship in front of the ranch staff. Kip, who was generally easygoing and an advocate for love, was canny and hard to faze, but their relationship was still in its tender, formative stages. How could they articulate what it was when they didn’t yet know themselves? It was love and it was a force that neither of them questioned, but it was a place that needed no plaque on the door to announce its existence. She supposed that would come naturally as they grew into the world around them. It felt so natural from the inside out, but to stand outside, looking in…she knew some people would struggle to interpret what they saw.

			Hamlet was happy to be out of his box and doing some work. He trotted merrily along, his vast rump swinging. Gloria could barely feel her hands as the wind howled over the sidings and the snow on the roof had dimmed the barn so that the lights above swung shadows over everything. Aboard a horse, forming shapes and patterns across the floor, Gloria felt at peace, her mind relieved of deep thinking. As she cantered up around the tight space that had been created, she saw Lo standing inside the doorway, her arms folded across her chest, jiggling her legs against the cold. There were snowflakes across the shoulders of her ski jacket and in her hair. Her nose was pink and her eyes alive. Gloria slowed Hamlet to a walk and went to meet her.

			“I love watching him go with you on top. He never works that hard for me.”

			As if to prove his allegiance, Hamlet snuffled at Lo’s sleeve.

			“See, you’re his first love.”

			“He just knows that’s where I keep the treats! Keep moving, I’m here for the show.” She pushed Hamlet’s face away. “Go do some work, Bozo.”

			Gloria urged Hamlet on again. “You heard the woman, it’s showtime. What have you got in your bag of tricks, Hammy?” There wasn’t enough room to really turn the motor up, but Gloria took him through some canter pirouettes and piaffe, then some simple canter-walk transitions. She was conscious of how cold it must be standing still to watch, so she rode over and took her foot out of the stirrup. “Hop up.”

			Lo looked up at her, a slow smile spreading across her face. “Up there with you?”

			“Yeah, here.” Gloria moved forward to allow Lo room. “He won’t mind.” She reached down, and Lo put her foot up in the stirrup and Gloria helped to haul her up.

			“Very elegantly done,” Lo said, laughing. She wrapped her arms around Gloria’s waist.

			“Okay,” Gloria said. “You be legs and I’ll be hands.”

			“Walk on, Hamlet.”

			Hamlet walked forward slowly, his ears swiveling around. He was too well-mannered to object to this new way of moving. They walked a lap, then Gloria said Lo should ask for a walk to canter transition and Hamlet leapt forward. They were both slightly uncomfortable, Gloria half sitting on Lo, feeling like she might slip sideways as his big stride made short work of the ground.

			“If we were bareback this would be a whole lot more fun!” Lo said as they zoomed along. “Oh, trotting’s hard!” She pressed Hamlet back into a canter.

			“Oh, crap, I’m about to fall.” Gloria slowed Hamlet to a walk, and they saw Kip come in.

			“What in the world are you doing to that poor horse? I heard shrieking and thought someone was being murdered in here.”

			“Just my butt,” Lo said.

			Hamlet stood with an alarmed look on his face as Lo slid to the ground.

			Kip held out a hand to steady Lo. “I think this snow ain’t getting any easier. I’m going to run Sue-Anne and the little one home in the truck before it gets worse. I told her not to bring her here when it’s like this.”

			“Tell her not to come in tomorrow. The roads are dangerous and we’re all big enough to take care of ourselves. Tell her it’s an order. I’ll come with you when it eases to run her car back if need be.”

			Kip nodded grimly and Gloria let Hamlet stretch his neck and cool off while Lo went to sit on a stack of hay bales to watch. When Gloria decided he was cool enough to not get cold, they took him back to the stables and rugged him up again then left him chomping on a near-frozen carrot as they joined hands and ran through the snow, all the way up the path along the white fields, through the ghostly garden, to the back door.

			“Oh my god, I had no idea it would be this cold!” Gloria said, shaking the snow from her jacket before she went in to hang it up.

			“It’s still November, you ain’t seen nothing. Lucky your flight didn’t get delayed. I can’t wait for a hot drink. I feel like that’s all I do in this weather.”

			Gloria’s pink hands slowly regained their feeling as they sat in front of the fireplace in the living room. Outside was whitewashed, the mountains barely visible in the distance.

			“You know, I’ve been thinking, I’d like to return to law, maybe just from home. Not the crazy hours I used to do, but just dip my toes in the water and see how I go. I can’t go into town without people asking me for advice, so I’m sure I’d get work.”

			Gloria felt pride well up inside her and could tell it was written on her face. “If you feel up to it, then I think it’s wonderful.” She knew Lo’s mind was too sharp to be idle. “But financially we’ll be okay either way. I’ve never had trouble finding clients, they just seem to come.”

			“I don’t doubt it for a second. Klaus is like an international PR machine. Soon you’ll be busier than I am.”

			Gloria smiled. She was looking forward to getting started again. “We really do need an indoor arena, though.”

			“See, I knew there was a reason I needed to start earning real money again. Most girls want diamonds, but you want an arena.”

			“Can’t work a horse on a diamond.”

			“Well, we could claim an arena on our taxes.”

			Gloria laughed, but she was thinking of the hard work it had taken by both her and Lo to apply for her green card and how final it all felt. She was entering a new tax system now. Her life as she knew it was all but turned upside down. She hadn’t said it to Lo, but her dressage trainer, Klaus, had been grooming her as an Olympic hopeful, trying to get her to stay with offers of his best horses. Even if she ended up as a citizen in the States, Olympic competition might be out of reach, or at best she would be competing against Australia, which was an odd thought. She had always dreamt of representing her country, even though Klaus was the only person she’d ever told. He treated it as a serious goal, not as a ridiculous fancy, and had her entered in all the right competitions. Despite his rigidness and disdain for most things that didn’t directly relate to him, Gloria would miss his work ethic and drive that had equally motivated and enraged her. She had told him she was moving back for a job, but he knew she wouldn’t get better mentoring than with him, and in one of his rare softer moments he’d said, “Don’t sell your dreams for a man.” She’d assured him that she wasn’t, but he’d told her to hang on to the key to the bedsit in case she changed her mind. Gloria had almost welled up at the unexpected display of emotion, but then he’d told her that her seat looked sloppy and unless she fixed her hands she wouldn’t be fit to ride a donkey, and she got over it. She pictured Klaus back at his yard, preparing for summer, the evening sun stretching the days long, the paddocks getting drier and the workload sweatier. She loved the productive bustle of summer, where the yard was full of people and horses moving about their business and there was a cheer in the air of the approaching holiday period. The summer dressage day Klaus always hosted where the grooms dressed up as Christmas elves and gave candy canes out with the trophies and people stayed to drink beer and jump in the pool.

			“Why don’t we have people around for Christmas drinks?” Gloria asked. “I mean, I don’t know anyone in Diamond Rock outside of this household.”

			Lo had been watching the fire, deep in thoughts of her own. “Like networking?”

			Gloria grinned into her hot chocolate. “I meant making friends, getting to know the locals, but in professional parlance, yes ‘networking.’”

			Lo looked alarmed. “But I don’t speak to anyone. I mean, no one’s been in here apart from transient ranch guests, not since…and you and me, I’m not sure…” She put her cup down on the coffee table and dropped her forehead into her hand as though the answers to her problems might be found within her palm.

			And perhaps they were. Gloria took Lo’s other palm in her own and laughed softly. Lo looked at Gloria sharply for daring to create levity from gravity.

			“Would it be so bad to see people in your home? The same people to whom you say hello on the street? If you want to work with people in the community, you will have to speak to them, you know.”

			Lo’s mouth opened slightly. “Must I?”

			“Yes,” Gloria said firmly.

			Lo looked into Gloria
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