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“The showgrounds look different somehow,” Noella Rido said as her cousin Nick pulled their shared pickup truck into his favourite parking spot in Palgrave, Ontario. 

“Crowded,” Nick grumbled.  

Noella laughed and flipped her bone-straight black hair behind her shoulder, then slid on her cream-coloured cowboy hat.  She checked in the visor mirror that there was nothing in her teeth, wiped a small smear of eyeliner off her russet skin, and hopped out of the old F-150.  

“Come on, this was your idea anyway,” she chirped at Nick before slamming the door. 

Nick wanted to come to the horse show to see his girlfriend, Hollie. It was her first show after a three year hiatus while she was away at University, and she was pretty nervous.  Nick wouldn’t miss this for the world, despite his aversion to crowds.  Noella on the other hand, was excited to see what all the fuss was about. Hollie had been a basket-case for days.

While she waited for her cousin to muster up the gumption to get out of the truck, she took in the familiar showgrounds.  She had been here a few times for Western style events where she and the others from Pine Valley Ranch took part in open clinics, but never for an Ontario Hunter Jumper Association show. There were so many different discipline of horseback riding that often times one niche group knew nothing about another. This was the case with Nick and Noella. They knew cowboy stuff. Ranch work and competitions that went along with that.  This hoity-toity imitation fox hunting, or speed over insanely large jumps was a whole different world. One she’d never had any exposure to until Hollie. The skeleton of the showgrounds was the same, but, the vibes were very different. 

The cacophony of horses, riders, people in golf carts and scooters, trucks and trailers, camper trailers, and just overall organized chaos proved she had sorely underestimated the popularity of English riding.

“Okay, let’s go find her,” Nick said, now standing beside Noella, taking the scene in.  

Noella clapped him on the shoulder and smiled. “It’ll be fun!”

Nick rolled his eyes but adjusted the worn out Chicago Bulls cap over his dark blonde curls and followed her into the melee anyway.

“Where are all the men?” Noella said under her breath as they worked their way through the chaos to where Hollie had said her group was stabled.  Hollie’s mom was the owner of Spruce Path Farm, which, according to Hollie, had a very good reputation on the circuit.  They attended every show, stabled in the same block of stalls every time, and would be really hard to miss. It helped that Noella and Nick were familiar with the layout of the grounds in the first place and knew where they were going.  Still, Noella couldn’t help but take in all the ways it was so very, very different.  

Riders were like carbon copies of each other, with the same knee-high black field boots, same tan breeches, same style of jacket, though there was a bit of difference in shade of navy blue, and colour of shirt collar poking out the top, same black helmets and gloves... it was like she was wading through a sea of clones.

“Hollie warned us it was a female-dominated sport,” Nick said.  His hands were stuffed into his tan coloured Carhartt vest.  It was early May, but the air was still crisp. Winters seemed to be coming later and later each year, but then holding on long into spring as well. Noella wore her standard crepe-sole cowboy boots, dark blue wrangler jeans, a navy blue and white button-down long sleeve shirt with white tee underneath, and she was chilled.  She had a black polar fleece vest in the truck she could go back for if she needed it.

As they walked, many of the clones gave them a wide berth, sometimes with a dramatic once over or a side-eye and scoff.  Guess cowboys weren’t much of a thing at these types of shows. Noella did her best to nod and smile at any that bothered to make eye contact, but none returned the gesture.  Oh well, she was here to support Hollie, not to make friends.

“You made it!” Hollie’s sweet voice sang as Noella and Nick rounded the end of the Spruce Path row of stalls.  The slender woman was dressed just like everyone else, but her hair was in a single French braid, and without a helmet.  She jogged up the aisle, throwing her arms around Nick for a quick PDA. Noella resisted making gagging noises. She was happy for Nick and Hollie, she just wished they didn’t display it in front of her.

“Noella, I’m so happy you came too, I have been a wreck all morning,” Hollie said, linking her arm with Noella’s and walking the three of them up the aisle.  The farm had set up a makeshift tack room with two of the stalls mid-aisle, and a feed and utility room with the two across from the tack room.  It was decorated with potted cedar trees, flower boxes, a navy blue, silver, and white farm banner, and lined with rubber mats, a cute burlap “welcome” mat at the stall door and mini cedar rail fence containing some directors chairs just outside the stall.  

“Cozy,” Noella said, nodding her chin at the get-up.

At the sound of her voice, a familiar horse head poked out from the stall beside the tack room and bobbed her head up and down dramatically. 

“Hi Daisy.” Noella pulled a sugar cube out from her pocket and fed it to the little grey mare.  “Don’t tell Hollie,” She whispered, scratching the horse behind her ear. 

Daisy was Hollie’s hard-to-handle Trakehner. The breed of horse was undeniably gorgeous with their refined bone structure, arching neck, and floaty movement, but had a bit of a reputation for being ‘crazy’.  

Last winter, Noella tried riding Daisy when Carol, Hollie’s mom, asked some of the riders if they would get her in shape before Hollie came home for Christmas.  Daisy dumped Noella in the frozen arena dirt within the first ten minutes of riding.  Noella had sworn never to ride her again, but she was just too stubborn to let the little horse get the better of her, so had been sneaking treats and little snuggle moments here and there, trying to butter the horse up for when she would inevitably cave and ask to try riding her again.

“When’s your first class?” Noella asked, turning away from Daisy, who had accepted the treat and gone back into her stall for more hay.

“Soon.  They’re running behind schedule, as always.”

Carol and a young pre-teen rider came around the corner with a black horse Noella recognized as Queenie.  Carol’s horse was one of the most steady and trustworthy at Spruce Path Farm, and the little girl had a huge grin plastered on her face. Queenie hadn’t let her down.

“How’d you do, Clara?” Hollie asked. Nick and Noella moved into the fenced off section with the chairs to make room for Clara and Queenie to walk by.  Hollie took the reins while the little girl pulled the saddle off.

“Third! Queenie was perfect!”  Clara squealed.

Noella couldn’t help but smile. The first time she competed, she was about eight years old, and rode her Kaasii’s horse at the time. Granted Noella’s style of riding involved separating three cows out of a small herd and maneuvering them into a separate pen. Without a good horse, the task was near impossible.  

Noella imagined it wouldn’t take too much for a horse to plod around an arena with some jumps.  But then again, she didn’t know much about the Hunter style of riding.  That was the other reason she was at the show.  She’d watched Hollie ride, some of the boarders at Spruce Path, and a lot of Carol’s lessons, but didn’t quite understand the discipline.

“I’m going to go watch Christi’s trip, want to come?” Hollie asked, now finished helping Clara get Queenie untacked and back into her stall.

“Sure,” Noella said, a little too enthusiastically.  

“I s’pose.” Nick shrugged.  He was a lot less interested in the actual riding than Noella was.  They were both there to support Hollie, but Nick was there only for Hollie.  He didn’t understand the discipline either, but unlike Noella, Nick had no desire to learn.

They meandered through the maze of temporary stalls and up the small hill path until they were at one of the main sand show rings.  Hollie led them to a sunny spot along the warm-up ring before pointing out her friend, Christianna, and her enormous chestnut horse, Bevorzugt. 

The horse was magnificent.  Noella couldn’t deny how impressive he looked with long, thick legs on huge sturdy hooves. His red-brown colour was rich and shiny, and he floated around the ring as if that’s how he moved out in the pasture on an average Tuesday.

Hollie gave Christianna a wave as she circled around in front of them, flashing the trio a smile before moving across the ring and over a pair of jumps effortlessly.

“And, she’s your competition?” Nick asked. He gave Hollie a quick raised brow as if he was skeptical if puny little Daisy had any kind of chance against that.

“Nope, I’m not in her division this year.” Hollie let out a long, low, groan.  “Oh no. I was hoping he wasn’t going to be here.”

Noella followed Hollie’s line of sight to see a man striding up the hill toward them.  He too was in the same style of clothing, although the breeches were a little loose in the hip, and he wore a pink polo shirt instead of a jacket.

“I heard you were back, but I didn’t believe it!” The man’s voice was deep, smooth, and sultry.  He wore a nondescript baseball cap that shadowed his face, but his black, close-cut hair revealed he’d recently had it cut and there was a thin pale line of skin that hadn’t seen the sun in awhile. He was clean-cut and baby-faced, but his sun-kissed arms were lean and showed every definition as he extended his arm to Nick.

“Brodie Leto,” the man said.  

Nick took his hand for what Noella could see was a sturdy handshake.  “Nick Meyer.”

The man turned to Noella and gave her a thorough up-and-down observation.  She narrowed her eyes at him but when his locked with hers, something in her stomach felt like touching the electric fence back at the farm. Her heart skipped a beat, maybe two. His full lips quirked into half a smile. His jaw, sharp. And those eyes were a shade of blue she imagined would shine like sapphires if they weren’t shaded by the peak of his hat.  

He didn’t say anything to her but turned to Hollie. “You back for the season?”

Hollie scowled a little. “Yep. Dusting off the trophies to make room for one more.”

“Good luck. I have some clients who will laugh you all the way back to Spruce Path.  Things aren’t the same anymore, Hollie. You may think you’re pretty good compared to a barn full of hillbillies," he paused to glance once at Noella, "but out here... well, you’ve been out of the game too long.”

Noella turned to Hollie and sighed, “I guess if you pay off the judges, you can talk a big game.”  She held up her French-manicured nails to inspect them.  Not too long, else she would be useless at the barn chores, but long enough to get a tidy squared-off tip.  She glared at the man over the tops of her fingers before lowering her hand and leaning on the fence of the warm-up ring, looking for Christianna again.  It was easy to pick her big red mount out in the throng.

“I never paid off any judges!” Brodie spat.  Noella didn’t bother to look.  She didn’t know anything about the man, but any kind of integrity insult was sure to trigger even the most cocky of jerks.  And given he was one of a very few men she’d seen anywhere on the grounds, she imagined his ego was the size of the Rocky Mountains.  The bigger they are...

“No, just slept with them,” Hollie said cooly.  That got Noella’s attention and she glanced back to where Nick was now standing slightly behind Hollie, one hand on her lower back.  He hadn’t said anything, but the daggers in his eyes said Brodie had better think carefully about his retort before opening his mouth.

Luckily, he didn’t say anything until he’d turned and strode away several steps.  Then he threw over his shoulder, “at least I had offers.”

Nick made to go after Brodie, but Hollie put a hand on his chest. “Don’t.  He’s not worth it and I can’t have you getting kicked out of here before my class. The only people who have an ounce of respect for him are the ones who weren’t around for his scandal a few years ago. How’d you know about that, Noella?”

Both Nick and Hollie turned to her, still leaning on the fence. Noella shrugged. “I didn’t. I just wanted to insult him.”

Christianna pulled up on the other side of the fence, her horse’s warm breath tickling the back of Noella’s neck. Noella watched Brodie Leto stalk around the warm-up ring and shivered. Women’s heads turned as he passed them. Because of course they all swooned over him. Blech.

“What’d Brodie want?” Christianna sneered.  

“Nothing. As usual. Just trying to intimidate me.” Hollie sighed.

“He’s showing Jumpers this year, did you hear?”  Christianna could never resist some juicy gossip.  Noella only knew her through Hollie, but she didn’t think a single conversation had happened without some kind of rumour being mentioned.

Hollie laughed. “Made his way through the beds of all the Hunter judges, I guess it was time to move on to the Jumpers?”

Gross. True, he was devastatingly handsome, but Noella knew not to trust handsome people. Life was too easy for them and they were often shallow and overly judgmental. She figured anyone who could choose any woman or man they wanted had the privilege of being judgy.  

Noella didn’t know what that was like. She’d never had anyone show genuine interest in her in all her twenty-five years. Even coming to Ontario, people gave her a thorough observation... for about a minute and a half before placing her comfortably into the friend-zone, if even that.  

She was a tomboy her whole life. Too feminine for some people, and too masculine for others.  Too intimidating for weak men, and dismissed by strong men. At least that’s what she told herself on lonely nights when she questioned why no one had ever shown her romance. An offer for quick fling in the hay did not count.  

Christianna finished spilling whatever gossip she had on Brodie and went to wait by the in-gate.

“She’s on deck, we should go get a better view of the ring,” Hollie said. 

The trio walked around to the show ring and found a good spot to watch Christianna.  There was one rider ahead of her.  Noella felt another shiver and shuddered with it.

“Do you want my vest, Ella?” Nick asked.  He moved to shrug out of his layer, but Noella shook her head.  

“No, I’m okay. It’s not that cold.”  She scanned the area and her eyes landed on Brodie, now standing to the side of the main ring, watching the current competitor float around. He glanced at her once, looked away, then returned his stare to her.   

Her heart leapt into her throat but she wasn’t sure if it was because he was so infuriatingly beautiful, or if it was because his stare made it clear she’d made herself an enemy.
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As much as Daisy was a pain in everyone’s butt in the stables, she was an incredibly talented horse in the ring.  Christianna sat with Noella and Nick to watch Hollie’s round, and in a moment of rare honesty, confessed she was really glad not to be competing against the pair.  There was something breathtaking about a horse as small as Daisy gliding around the ring, making jumps made for larger horses seem like they were designed just for her.  

Noella didn’t really understand how the classes were judged, but the fact that a small horse didn’t have to add extra steps to match that of a big horse had to count for bonus points or something. Not only did she match them, but she didn’t look like she was stretching or rushing to do it.  It was like she was an optical illusion, so when Hollie won her classes, it was more satisfaction than surprise.

~*~ 
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“You were amazing,” Nick said for the umteenth time, standing back at the old truck.  Hollie had walked them back before she and her mom had to set up all the horses for the night.  Nick was going to do the evening chores at Spruce Path for them, then would come and help Noella finish at Pine Valley.  

“It was so good to be back. Daisy was a superstar. I missed this so much,” Hollie said. “Thank you for being here.”

Noella rolled her eyes and hopped in the truck, leaving the two love birds to their sappy affection. She’d had just about as much as of it as she could handle for one day. If there was one thing she could say for certain about her cousin, it was that when Nick Meyer did something, he was invested in it one hundred percent. His devotion to this new relationship deserved nothing less.

As annoying as it was right now, it was something Noella admired about Nick. They’d been not only cousins but best friends since they were toddlers, and he deserved to be happy. He deserved more than happiness. So while he and Hollie stood outside the driver’s door of the pickup truck, Noella fought against her urge to honk the horn and scare them just for fun, and pulled out her phone to scroll social media instead.  

Christianna had posted a picture of her and Bevorzgut, and the enormous ribbon. The caption read, “eat your heart out Brodie,” and he was tagged.

Noella tried to keep scrolling but curiosity won out and she clicked the link to Brodie’s page. As she expected, there were photos of him riding a menagerie of horses, photos of him wakeboarding, snowboarding, and standing in a group of other men that Noella could assume did not ride horses the way Brodie did.  They were sitting on a dock, half-naked, all with bottles of beer raised above their heads, sun-tanned skin, dampened hair, and huge grins plastered across their faces.  And there was Brodie, front and centre in every pic. 

Noella sighed. In the horse photos he looked just like the jerk she’d encountered ringside.  But in the others, he seemed like a genuinely happy person. She scrolled again, and again, getting angry at all the photos of his seemingly perfect life.  Seemingly wealthy life. 

Nick opened the driver’s door and Noella clicked off her phone, dropping it face down on her lap.  Hollie leaned around Nick's frame and smiled at her.  “Thank you so much for coming, Noella, you have no idea how much your support means to me.”

Noella nodded. “Of course!  But you have to come to one of the rodeos, you know that right?” That’s not what they called the Team Penning in Ontario, but she figured Hollie wouldn’t know the difference.

Hollie laughed. “I wouldn’t miss it!”

Nick gave her one more kiss, and watched her walk away in the rearview mirror before starting the truck. 

“Well, we survived,” he said as they pulled out onto Highway 9.  

“Speak for yourself.”  Noella couldn’t get the image of Brodie scowling at her during Christianna’s ride out of her head.  She luckily didn’t see him again, though she’d expected him to be standing for a front row seat of Hollie and Daisy’s round.  She didn’t want to admit she’d scanned the grounds, expecting him to seek his revenge on her insult at every turn.  But there was no sign of him.  Noella should have been happy about it.  She was. Wasn’t she?

Nick dropped Noella off at Pine Valley, then continued on to Spruce Path, only one road west of them.  Last winter a bunch of the regulars decided to take their horses to Spruce Path to use Carol’s indoor riding arena.  It was a record breaking winter, the coldest most people could remember, and no one wanted to ride outside.  They moved back to Pine Valley the first of April but by then Nick and Hollie were practically inseparable. 

Noella was happy to have her horse Berty back home, since she and Nick lived in the apartment beside the barn. It used to be a drive shed for tractors and implements, but when the owner, Elias, built a new one with better road access, he made two apartments for farm workers. Noella and Nick shared one for now.  She was going to the University of Guelph in September and sub-letting Hollie’s apartment while her friend figured out what she wanted to do with her life. 

The shed door was already open, so Noella hopped into the tractor and started it up.  That familiar smell of diesel fuel and hay silage wafted around and she momentarily had a pang of homesickness.  She and Nick had lived just outside of Red Deer all their lives. It had been her initiative to come to Ontario, but it didn’t stop the memories from hitting her at the most random opportunities. She heard Kaasii’s laughing behind the roar of the engine. Her grandma died three years ago, but the grief still felt raw.

“Noella!”  The moment was gone.  Noella wiped away the tear that did not fall and turned to Elias, the stocky old cowboy shuffling toward the tractor.

“I’m going to move the cattle to the hill pasture to let the one they’re in dry up a bit.”

Noella frowned. “They’ll chew up the ground on the hill, it’s too soft to put them out there yet.”

“I’d rather them destroy the hill field than the creek field.  I need the footing near the creek half decent for summer.” Elias took his hat off and scratched his ebony forehead.

“What about the east run?”  Noella argued.

“Yeah, I s’pose that one would be okay.”

Noella nodded and Elias scuttled away.  He had to be somewhere in his fifties, but a life of hard labour and few bad accidents left him somewhat bow-legged and a little stiff when he walked. By comparison, Carol was a similar age and ran Spruce Path practically by herself.  Nick helped out a fair bit now, and with Hollie home it probably made a big difference, but those three years Hollie was away, Carol was on her own.  She operated like a woman half her age.  Elias looked ready for retirement.

Regardless of how old her boss and landlord seemed, she was glad he wasn’t so stubborn to not take her advice. Last spring he moved the cattle to the hill pasture too early and they had a heck of a time keeping the grass managed for the rest of the summer.  It was usually her out there cutting it to keep the weeds down, and didn’t want to do it again if she didn’t have to.  

Thankful that Elias had heeded her, she took the tractor to load up two big round bales of haylage and ‘pied piper’ her way from the winter dry lot to the east run.  It would be a lot easier if Nick was home, but as she passed the horse barn she saw Joseph, one of the workers that lived in the other apartment sweeping the aisle.  She hopped off the tractor and ran into the barn.

“Hey Joe, can you give me a hand moving the cattle?”  Noella asked before she was through the door.

“Joseph.”

“Sorry. But can you help me?”  She shouldn’t have used the shortened version of his name.  He’d mentioned he didn’t like it, but never seemed to correct anyone else when they called him ‘Joe’. 

He nodded and hopped on the side of the tractor while Noella drove it out of the yard.  With a loud Diesel engine running it was hard to converse, so they mostly worked in silence, any communication done with familiar hand and arm movements.  

Joseph opened and closed gates, and walked behind the herd, while Noella lured the animals along with the haylage, keeping a pace where they were able to follow, but not catch up and start eating the hay before they got to the fields. 

Eventually everyone was munching happily, gates closed, and no runaways to chase down. Had Elias given them more notice, this would have been a great opportunity to work the horses in a real scenario, but if she were being honest, nowadays it was probably faster and easier to do it the way she and Joseph did. Back home, moving cattle required covering a lot more distance, and Noella fought the homesickness once again. 

Joseph hopped on the tractor again, and they made their way back to the barnyard in comfortable silence.  Moving the herd to grass meant those two bales would probably last a couple of days, as opposed to the 24 hours or less if they were in the dry lot.  

Noella tipped her hat in thanks as she dropped Joseph back near the horse barn. By the time she parked the tractor, it was almost dark.  She stopped to top up the fuel, and when she made it to the barn, Joseph had finished whatever he’d been doing before and was standing in the aisle talking to Nick.

“That guy is bad news. Tell her to stay away from him,” Joseph said.

“Who is?” Noella asked as she stepped up beside Nick.

“That Brodie guy.  Joseph says his farm is close to here, somewhere north of nine and just south of Hockley Valley.”

Joseph turned to Noella. “He was a spoiled rich kid who turned into an entitled rich adult.  I went to school with him and he looked down his nose at everyone who wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth.  Rode with some of the big names. His father is Cyrus Leto, one of those big time Jumper types that went to the Olympics and stuff.  You don’t want him for an enemy.”

“Too late for that,” Noella scoffed.

“Well, if you stay away, maybe he’ll forget about you.” Joseph was always a little too serious, a little too pessimistic, but Noella nodded anyway.  

Noella had always been able to read people. Not just, a frown or excitement in someone’s eyes, but something deeper. And right now, she was reading childhood emotions from Joseph. Whatever made him just a little more negative than usual was heightened by the idea of Brodie Leto.  There was a history there, and it wasn’t rainbows and gumdrops. Noella noted the observation mentally.

It’s not like she wanted to see Brodie again, anyway. Joseph’s warning was not lost on her.  She’d insulted him harsher than intended. She realized that now.  But honestly, bribing judges was such an outlandish accusation how could she possibly have known how close to the truth she’d been.  That is if Hollie’s additional statement had been true.

“Is it true he slept with judges to do well at the horse shows?”  Noella asked Joseph.

The man’s eyes grew wide, the whites of them gleaming against the dark of evening and his complexion. “How do you know about that?”

Noella shrugged. “I heard.”

“It’s all rumour of course. No one really knows.  But about four years ago, Brodie was having a flawless season. He and Hollie Cole were tied for points all season long. Then, just before the Royal Winter Fair in Toronto, one of the judges started telling everyone that Brodie had slept with several of the judges that were going to be at the fair, male and female, to secure his win over Hollie. Ever since middle school, Brodie has been popular in that kind of way, if you know what I mean, so naturally, everyone believed it.”

“What a jerk,” Nick said through gritted teeth. He’d tried to unfairly steal Hollie’s win, and Noella knew Nick wouldn’t just let that slide. Perhaps why he’d asked Joseph about Brodie in the first place, getting a feel for how much support Hollie would need around this guy.

Joseph shrugged and continued. “No other judge would admit to it. Without their confession there was nothing that could be done.  The one judge that had spread the rumour wasn’t there, and Brodie competed, coming in second to Hollie.  There was no investigation, no consequence.  Hollie didn’t show the next year but Brodie
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