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			Mom, this book is for you. I got my love for horses from you, and I am eternally grateful that we got to discover the magic of the Rocky Mountains on horseback together. I know that your Shadow Horse was waiting for you. I love you and miss you – always!
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			The Traveler

			The orange-yellow flames of the campfire darted into the night sky. The hungry flickering was reflected in the eyes of the old man, whose eyes wandered over the onlookers.

			“Let me tell you a story. The Old Ones would tell each other this story around the campfire, on windy nights like tonight, when the stars shine crystal-clear and the coyotes howl.”

			The children started to whisper. The old man shot them a look, which quieted them instantly.

			“You would do well to put more wood on the fire and throw some mugwort into the flames to appease the spirits.”

			Some of the listeners moved closer together while one man stoked the fire and scattered the herb onto the glowing coals. The old man’s hoarse voice grew stronger, captivating the audience with its rugged timbre.

			“This is a story from the old days. No one knows the name of the man that it is about anymore, which is why we simply call him the Traveler. The Traveler was once a wealthy horse breeder. And though his wife loved him and had given him two wonderful children, he was never satisfied. There was only one thing that the Traveler really cared about: his horses. They were graceful in their stature, with strong legs, finely defined muscles, and dark, spirited eyes. Untiring and as fast as the wind. Their wild beauty, paired with their steadfast good nature, made them a valuable treasure, and the man was envied by many for them. He delighted in the jealousy of others and was always looking for new animals. One morning, upon riding into the little valley where he kept his horses, he found a stallion amongst his herd. It was a magnificent creature with a mane that flowed over its muscular shoulders like a mountain stream. Its coat shone in such a bright white that it almost blinded the man. He had never seen a more impressive horse. The man could think of only one thing: He needed to own the stallion. With his lasso in hand, he dismounted. Suddenly, he heard rustling and crunching sounds in the bushes and trees that surrounded the glade. The man turned around in bewilderment to see an old man leaning on a walking stick for support as he slowly approached him. His grey hair reached down to his shoulders. His skin looked like tanned leather. He wore a simple robe, and around his neck was a medicine pouch adorned with several bear claws. The stranger looked from the stallion to the man. Then his gaze fell on the lasso that the Traveler held in his hand, and he shook his head in warning.

			“Beware, this is no ordinary horse. You will bring great misfortune upon yourself and your family if you rob it of its freedom.”

			“That’s crazy talk,” the man retorted, but he gave the horse an appraising look.

			“The horse’s job is to protect its former owner and their family — in life and after their death. His existence here, on the edge of the Shadow World, is essential.”

			“Those are just stories.” The old man just wants to scare me, the man said to himself, and he was sure that the old man just wanted to have the stallion for himself.

			“Greed is burning within you like wildfire. You must stamp it out before it devours you and you lose everything,” the stranger warned before turning around and disappearing into the trees without another word.

			For a moment, the man was overcome by an uneasy feeling as he stared in the direction the old man had gone. But when he looked back at the stallion, his desire flared up once more. The urge to own the horse was stronger than any doubts he might have had. He noticed that the stallion did not take its eyes off his mare. He took advantage of the horse’s distraction to slowly sneak close enough to the stallion until, with one skilled toss, he was able to throw the lasso over the horse’s raised head, lashing it tight around its muscular neck. The horse reared, but the man skillfully evaded its flying hooves. He ran to a gnarled oak and tied the lasso around its trunk. The stallion let out a piercing neigh, bucking and pulling at the rope with all its might. But with every movement, the rope just tightened even more around its neck.

			The man ran to his mare, took another lasso out of his saddlebag, and made a loop in it. He caught one of the stallion’s front legs with one throw. The stallion cried out in anger and pain as the man shortened the rope, forcing the animal to his knees. But the stallion was not ready to submit. Grass and earth flew into the air as it snorted and pawed with its free front leg. Wet with sweat and breathing heavily, the animal pulled at its restraints, its wide eyes burning with pride and the will to fight.

			The rope dug deep into the man’s hands, but he ignored the pain. He wrapped the lasso around his waist, took a long stick, and whipped the animal until he saw the stallion’s strength subside. It was already getting dark as the animal stopped fighting. Satisfied, the man locked the exhausted stallion in a small pen, brought his horses into the stable for the night, and went home. He returned later to check on the stallion, but the animal was gone without a trace. Enraged, he went back home, swearing to hunt down the stallion the next day.

			However, that night he had a dream. The stallion appeared to him and spoke: “If you had not captured me, I would have gifted you one of my offspring. But you were cruel; you beat me and robbed me of my freedom. So now I will take your horses away from you.”

			When the Traveler awoke, he was gripped with fear as he ran to his stables to find that they had, in fact, all disappeared. He searched for them all day. When night came and he still had not found a trace of them, he exhaustedly fell into a restless sleep. The white stallion appeared to him again and said: “Do you want to find your horses? They are on the north side of the lake. You can reach them in two days’ travel.”

			As soon as the man woke up that morning, he set out on the journey. After two days, he came to the lake and discovered hoof prints but no horses. That night, the white stallion appeared once more. “Do you want to find your horses? They are in the east, in the valley of the windy hills.”

			When the sun set on the third day, the Traveler had combed the land between the hills, but once again he could not find his horses. And so it continued. After every futile search the stallion appeared in the Traveler’s dreams and gave him a new location where his horses were to be found. His wife tried to bring her husband to his senses, but he would hear nothing of it. Day in and day out, he set out in search of his horses, neglecting his home and farm and losing more and more weight. Finally, his wife could no longer bear to see his misery. She took the children and left. His children grew up without really knowing their father.

			The day came when the man’s blistered feet would no longer carry him. In desperation, he began stealing animals to ride so he could continue hunting for his herd. But he was not able to keep a horse for long. No sooner did he have a new mount when the white stallion would appear, his hooves thundering and the herd behind him. Every time the man tried to hold onto his new mount, it would buck him off and follow the herd of horses that galloped by with the wind. The magic of the white stallion prevented the man from ever owning a horse again for longer than a day. Driven by the obsessive desire to once more call his horses his own, the Traveler still wanders to this day, searching for his lost herd.”

			The old man fell silent, his gaze wandering over his captivated audience. Then he cleared his throat and continued, “Sometimes, on a windy night when the stars shine bright, you can hear the thundering of hooves as they gallop by, and the stumbling steps of an old man. And if you hurry, you will see the white stallion with his herd and the Traveler, who is still following them, caught by his curse. But be careful; do not speak to him, or you will become a companion in his eternal search.”

			The tribesman fell silent, lit his pipe, and stroked his grey hair. His audience looked at him, hoping he would continue. But he had come to the end of his story. Slowly, the crowd dispersed. Sitting alone at the fire, the tribesman pulled out a little pouch from under his shirt that hung hidden around his neck. He sat, lost in thought, as his fingers ran over the bear claws. Around him, in the darkness of the night, the coyotes wailed mournfully.

			(Based on a legend of the Yinnuwok First Nations people)
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			Lee slowed the car as the drifting snow blew harder. April in Alberta, he thought to himself, quickly glancing over to his sister Lyla, who had dozed off beside him. The highway at night felt deserted, and Lee’s thoughts flurried in his mind as chaotically as the snowflakes. He had been haunted by countless questions and memories ever since Aunt Jeanne’s surprising phone call with news of his father’s battle with cancer and the invitation to visit that followed right after.

			On the one hand, his desire to finally ask his father why he hadn’t been allowed to stay with him on the ranch back then was so strong that he felt it like a punch in the gut. But on the other hand, he didn’t know how to face his father, even after fourteen years. He forced himself to take a deep breath in and a deep breath out, only noticing then that his fingers had been gripping the steering wheel tightly.

			Stop driving yourself crazy, he told himself, yet he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling. He rubbed his tired eyes and rolled his head to the left and the right to release the tension in his neck.

			“Hopefully the weather will be better tomorrow. This drifting snow definitely doesn’t make me want to check out the neighborhood,” Lyla muttered, pulling Lee out of his thoughts. She yawned and stretched in her seat. “Will we be there soon?”

			“Keep your eyes open for a sign that says Spruce View.”

			“We just drove past it.”

			“Damn it”, Lee cursed and hit the brakes. He turned the car around and soon rolled onto a dirt road. “Now we should be there soon.”

			Not long after, a driveway appeared on the left. He turned into it and drove up the gently uphill road. Paddock fencing ran along both sides of the road; it seemed to go on forever. Lee slowed the car to a crawl and rolled down the window. He took a breath of the cold air and caught himself listening for the sound of hooves. Finally, the ranch came into view. The yard lamps cast long shadows on the two-story cedar-shingled house and the smaller buildings that surrounded it.

			Lee parked the car next to the porch that ran around the house. A single light shone in one of the many windows, but nobody looked out. At first, Lee wanted to say that it was because it was late at night. But the longer he looked at the building, the greater his uneasy feeling became. Something dark has taken hold here, he thought, and at the same moment he chided himself for having such an absurd thought. This isn’t some crappy horror movie, he reprimanded himself.

			He got out of the car and stretched his limbs, cramped from sitting for so long. He flinched when a light on the porch switched on the moment that the door of the house opened. A petite woman walked out, waved to him, and stepped into a pair of snow boots before running down the stairs to the car. Aunt Jeanne. She threw her arms around him exuberantly, and he hugged her tightly. The scent of lavender in her hair was so familiar to him that it almost hurt. They pulled apart, and she beamed at him.

			“Oh, Lee, I can hardly believe that you’re really here!” She laughed and sobbed at the same time. The passenger door opened, and Lyla stepped out. Jeanne turned around at the noise. “Who have you brought —?”

			She fell silent and reached out to Lee for support. He grabbed her hand. Her voice was barely a whisper when she asked, “Brigitte?”

			Lyla gave her brother a confused look, but Jeanne seemed to have noticed her mistake. She let go of his hand and ran her hand through her hair nervously.

			“My goodness, no. You must be Lyla! You look just like your mother back then, when she came to Canada at the age of nineteen. You must be nineteen now too, right? What a surprise that you came along with your brother.”

			“Oh, I thought, well, Lee thought that …” Lyla cleared her throat. “Well, he must have assumed that the invitation was meant for both of us.”

			“Of course, of course, I just didn’t think that you coming here was something that Brigitte would … um …” Jeanne stopped mid-sentence and walked up to Lyla. She took her and Lee’s hands and squeezed them gently. “Oh, don’t listen to an old women’s nonsense! I am so happy that both of you are here! Now, let’s get moving. You two grab your luggage so we can go into the house before we freeze to death out here!”

			Lee took both suitcases, leaving the bags for his sister as they followed Jeanne into the house. They took their jackets and shoes off in the hallway. Lee expected to hear his father’s footsteps at any moment, but all he heard was silence. He remembered his father’s habit of planning the next day over a cup of coffee in the evening.

			“Is Dad waiting for us in the kitchen?” he asked as he hung up his coat.

			“Um, no. He’s already gone to bed. The cancer, it takes a lot out of him. But you’ll see him tomorrow at breakfast, of course!”

			“I understand,” Lee replied, although he didn’t understand at all. Their father hadn’t seen them for fourteen years, after all.

			“Well? Are you hungry? I made a few sandwiches and I’ve got some soup that I can heat up quickly.”

			Lyla shook her head. “That’s very kind of you, thanks. But I am so tired that I might just fall asleep standing up.” She turned to look at her brother.

			“Yeah, I’m wiped, too. It’s almost seven in the morning back home, after all.”

			“Well then, let’s at least drink some hot chocolate together!” Jeanne shuffled the siblings into the adjoining kitchen. They took a seat on the cushioned bench in the corner while their aunt prepared the hot chocolate. Jeanne stirred the powder into the hot milk and asked them about their trip. Lee was glad that he still spoke English fluently thanks to his job, which meant that he dealt with a lot of international clients. Lyla also seemed to have little trouble switching from German to English. She talked about the flight and the drive and asked about the upcoming weather.

			“It’s going to be cold but sunny for a couple more days,” Jeanne said as she poured the hot chocolate into mugs and sat down with them. “But tell me: How is your mother doing? What did she say about you taking this trip here?”

			Lee saw his sister glance over at him for help. He gave her a subtle nod.

			“Brigitte is doing great,” he said. “She says hi.”

			He could tell that Jeanne was not satisfied with his vague answer. She wrinkled her brow, but she didn’t say anything more. Lee picked up the mug, the sweet scent of the chocolate mixed with cinnamon and vanilla filling his nose. How many times had his aunt made him this drink when he was younger after failed rodeos, when he was having trouble at school or other sorrows? She had never forced him to talk about anything, just waited for him to open up. A comforting, calm feeling came over him, just like back then. He yawned.

			“I’m sorry. I should really go to bed, though, or I might fall asleep right here at the table.”

			“Well that’s not a risk I want to take!” Jeanne touched his arm. “I made up your old room for you.” Then she turned to Lyla. “You’ll be most comfortable in the upstairs guest room. Then you each have your own bathroom.”

			Jeanne headed out into the hallway and up the stairs. At the top she turned to Lee, but before she could speak, he said, “Last door on the left, right?”

			His aunt nodded. “And Lyla’s room is right over there.” She pointed to a door on the right next to the banister. “Sleep well. Breakfast is at 8:30. I’m going to make pancakes. You still like pancakes, don’t you?”

			“Of course!” the siblings replied and said goodnight to their aunt.

			Lee put his suitcase down in front of his room and carried Lyla’s luggage to the wooden door that their aunt had pointed to. “Want me to —”

			“I can manage. I’m going to sleep in tomorrow, so please don’t wake me. If I miss breakfast, I guess I’ll have pancakes for lunch.”

			Lee laughed. “Alright. I’ll be careful not to wake the princess from her slumber. Goodnight.”

			He walked along the corridor to his room and picked up his bags. The moment he opened the door and turned on the light, he felt like he had stepped back in time. His cowboy hat and favorite flannel from back then were hanging on the coat rack in the corner. Aunt Jeanne must have hung them there, he thought, and he smiled at the thoughtful gesture. His rodeo trophies lined a shelf on the wall. The quilt that Jeanne had given him for Christmas one year lay spread out on the narrow bed, like always. He went to the coat rack, brushed his fingers over the brown felt of his hat before taking it off the hook. He put it on and was amazed to find that it still fit.

			His thoughts suddenly took him back fourteen years, and he remembered how he had thrown it at his father’s feet before they drove off. “If I can’t stay at the ranch, then I won’t need this damn thing anymore!” he had yelled.

			Lee gulped. It was as if he could feel the desperate anger and disappointment that had tormented him when he left home and for a long time after.

			“Enough of the past for the first evening,” he mumbled, hanging the hat back on the rack. He rummaged through his suitcase for his travel kit and went into the adjoining bathroom to brush his teeth. I can shower tomorrow, he thought, opting instead to just put on a t-shirt and pajama pants. He crawled under the quilt and fell asleep almost instantly.
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			Early the next morning, Lee awoke from a deep, dreamless sleep. The first thing he noticed was the wind that whistled around the ranch. The creaking of the rafters reminded him how, as a kid, he used to imagine that the house was sighing, stretching, and slowly waking up together with its inhabitants.

			The yellow numbers of the alarm clock showed that it was just after seven. He could see the hazy light of dawn through the skylight. Lee ran his hand along the wall next to his bed. The cedar wood was smooth and cold. His fingers traced the groove between two wood boards, stopping just above the middle of the bed as a memory ran through him. He ran two fingers up a few centimeters until he felt the rough edge of a knothole that he had hollowed out as a child. Unlike when he was a boy, there was no note hidden inside containing his most secret wish. He let his hand drop again, folded his arms behind his head, and looked up to the ceiling. What would he write on that note today?

			He heard the sound of a tractor chugging along outside. All at once, he felt a yearning to get up and take a look around. It was a good hour before breakfast. He decided to get ready quickly, and if his father or Jeanne weren’t downstairs yet, he would go to the field and take a few photos.

			Lee showered and got dressed. With his camera bag over his shoulder, he went down the stairs. It was still quiet on the ground floor. He peeked into the kitchen, but no one was there. He grabbed his jacket from the coat rack and pulled on his winter boots. A strong north wind greeted him outside, and he pulled his toque down further over his head.

			The driveway was lined with the dense willow trees that had given the ranch its name. They looked beautiful even now without leaves thanks to their golden-yellow bark. He walked down the porch steps into the yard and turned around to face the house. His father had built it himself. Lee remembered how often his father loved telling the story of how this house had been an engagement present for Brigitte.

			“I just wanted to be sure she wouldn’t say ‘no’ and go back to Germany,” his father would say with a laugh, drinking in his guests’ admiration for the house and their compliments. It was an impressive building with its huge overhanging gabled roof and large windows, yet it was far from pretentious. Lee remembered with a smile the countless afternoons when neighbors and friends would come by for a coffee and were always welcome.

			There was loud honking above him, and he looked up into the blue sky. A flock of wild geese was flying overhead. They must be returning home from their winter in the south, Lee thought.

			“Welcome home,” he whispered to the sky, and felt his trepidation from the night before fade with these words, giving him new hope. He walked over to the barns on the side of the farm, where a man got out of the tractor but did not pay him any attention. Lee turned to the fields. Two foals were nipping playfully at each other, then galloped off after one another. A gray mare stood just to the side of the herd and looked over at him. He walked closer to the gate. The mare perked up her ears. His heart started to beat faster as he climbed over the fence and walked towards the horse, approaching from the side. The horse responded by turning to keep him in her sights. It meant that Lee could see her right flank. As he had anticipated, he saw two finger-wide white stripes that ran across her entire right flank, stark against her gray coat.

			“Sedona? It really is you, isn’t it?”

			The horse shied away, and he called her name again in a softer, inviting tone as he approached. For a moment, Lee was afraid that she would turn and run away. Yet when he stretched his arm toward her and held out his open hand, she lengthened her neck and sniffed him, her soft nostrils blowing warm air into the palm of his hand. He stepped beside her and ran his other hand over her neck and shoulders.

			His father had given her to him for his eighth birthday. Sedona had only been a few days old at the time, and she was the first horse that was his very own. Her mother hardly had any milk, so Lee had helped raise the foal by bottle-feeding her. He got her used to a halter and went on long walks with her whenever he had time. He vividly remembered the anxious days after Sedona was attacked by a cougar when she was just half a year old. The wild cat had torn the muscles of her hindquarters virtually down to the bone. Lee hadn’t left her side then, even at night.

			“I’ve missed you, pretty girl,” he murmured and buried his face into her long, black mane. Suddenly he felt something tugging at his camera bag. He turned around. One of the foals had come over and was nibbling on his bag. He gave it a tap on the nose and it trotted back to its mother. Sedona nudged him as if she was asking for something. “I’ll bring you an apple next time, promise.”

			He ran a hand over the crest of her neck, pressing his palm to her shoulder. She understood the signal, turning away to join the other horses. He kept watching her and saw the other mares make space for her at the hay rack. She must be the lead mare, he guessed. He took his camera out of the bag without turning his gaze away from the horse. With the morning sun at his back, it was easy to get lost in the familiar flow of photography. The wind had died down, and the sound of the horses chewing peacefully put him into a kind of trance.

			“Hey, what are you doing?”

			Lee spun around. A young farm worker was walking up to the field.

			“Get out of the paddock right now! Who do you think you are, just walking up to the horses?”

			“Hey, calm down a minute.”

			Before he knew it, the man had jumped over the fence and was striding toward him. When he got to Lee, he grabbed his arm. Lee wrenched out of his grip. “Okay, that’s enough!”

			“I’m in charge here,” the man snorted at Lee. “If you don’t leave the pasture right now, I’ll call the manager. The boss gave us clear instructions when it comes to the safety of his mares.”

			“If that’s what this is about, then there’s no need to get worked up. Your boss is my father.”

			“Yeah, never heard that one before.”

			Before Lee could respond, he heard a loud chime from the house. The two men turned around. Jeanne was standing on the porch, ringing a triangle that hung there. She waved to the two of them. “Lee, Nick, breakfast is ready!”

			Lee raised his hand and waved back to her, signifying that he had heard her. He shot the cowboy, who he now knew was named Nick, a triumphant look as he headed back to the house. Another ranch worker on the porch, possibly the supervisor that Nick had mentioned, had just taken off his boots. He looked up when Lee came up the stairs.

			“Well, look what the east wind blew in. Good morning, Lee,” he said, his voice deep and smoky.

			“Mr. Morton! You still work here!”

			“Oh please, call me John. Otherwise, I feel much older than I already am.” He laughed, sizing him up and shaking his head in disbelief. “Good lord, last time I saw you, you were barely up to my shirt pocket. You must be going on thirty years old by now, eh? You and Chuck are about the same age, after all. Damn, he is going to be amazed when he sees you.”

			Chuck! Lee hadn’t thought about him in ages. He and John’s son had been inseparable for Lee’s entire childhood. “Where has he ended up?”

			“Here and there. He moves from rodeo to rodeo. I still remember how the two of you would go head-to-head at events.”

			“Well your advice sure helped us win a number of times!”

			A big smile appeared on John’s weathered face. “Especially my son. You, on the other hand, had natural talent. No one in your age group had a handle on those bucking broncs quite like you did.”

			Nick had also made his way up to the house in the meantime. He pulled off his boots and tossed them onto the porch shoe rack.

			John gave his co-worker a disapproving look. “I saw you already met our resident hothead, Nick Flint, out in the paddock.”

			“I thought this guy was one of Miss Jeanne’s lodgers,” Nick grumbled back from the doorstep. “The boss could have warned us that his son was coming to visit.”

			John shrugged and followed Nick into the house. Lee watched them, running a hand through his tousled hair. He was glad that John still worked for his father and hoped that he might get to see Chuck again. But this Nick guy seemed like the kind of guy who went looking for trouble. Lee was just about to go up the stairs to bring his camera to his room when he heard a door open in the back of the house. He stopped, listening to the sound of approaching steps. Lee turned around and saw his father coming towards him. He stopped a few meters in front of him and looked at him, perplexed. For a moment, Lee was worried that his father would not recognize him. At the same time, it was difficult for him to see his father in the old, frail man who stood before him. He was only sixty-nine, but he looked so old. His once piercing gaze seemed hazy, his skin gray and his cheeks sunken. Lee tried to hide his astonishment.

			“So you actually came,” Darcy uttered huskily before clearing his throat and stretching out his hand. Lee hesitated for a moment, perturbed by this formal greeting, before returning the handshake. The hint of a smile appeared in his father’s wearied face, and Lee returned it. It wasn’t the embrace he had hoped for, but it was something. His father said nothing and took a good look at him, until he caught sight of the camera. “Is that a hobby of yours?”

			“More than a hobby. I’m a photographer.”

			“You can make money doing anything these days,” his father muttered and gave his head a barely visible shake.

			Well, I couldn’t become a rancher because you didn’t want me to stay with you, Lee wanted to say, but he stopped himself, swallowing his words. Memories of long days in the saddle, his father riding beside him, proud and untiring, flashed through his mind. He quickly pushed those aside as well.

			Darcy cleared his throat again and straightened his shoulders. “How was your flight?”

			“It was fine, except for the delay.”

			“Have you had a chance to look around yet?”

			“Yeah, I went to the field and took some photos. I found Sedona out there and took some photos of her and the other horses.”

			“My girls are enjoying the milder temperatures!”

			“It’s still pretty cold,” Lee interjected. “Snowed last night.”

			“Nonsense,” Darcy replied gruffly. “You just aren’t used to it anymore. I feel like you can already smell spring in the air!”

			“Do you want to see some of my pictures?” He held the camera out to his father, but his father declined.

			“I won’t be able to see anything on a screen that small.”

			Lee lowered the camera again and tried to hide his disappointment.

			In that moment, the kitchen door opened, and Jeanne appeared in the doorway. “I thought I heard you out here! Well, let’s not be chatting out in the hallway. Come on in. The pancakes are getting cold!”

			Lee let his father go ahead. Before they reached the kitchen, Darcy turned to him.

			“It’s good to have you here.”

			“Thank you,” Lee uttered in surprise. He raised his hand, wanting to place it on his father’s back, but hesitated and let it fall again. Damn it, why did this have to be so difficult?

			They were met by the smell of freshly brewed coffee, sizzling bacon and maple syrup in the kitchen, and the tension in Lee’s body eased somewhat. Nick and John were already sitting at the table and greeted Darcy, who took a seat across from them. Lee sat down in one of the two spots that were still free on the corner bench. Jeanne poured coffee into his and his father’s mugs. She then placed a platter of pancakes onto the table and invited everyone to help themselves.

			Lee took three of the thick pancakes, spread butter on them, poured a generous amount of maple syrup on top and cut into them with his fork. At the first bite, his eyes slid shut. “Mmmh, they’re just as good as they were back then.”

			“That’s nice to hear.” Jeanne winked at him.

			“Lyla sure is missing out,” Lee said, noticing his aunt give Darcy a quick look. But his father was too wrapped up in his conversation with John to notice her.

			“Oh well, sleeping in after a long trip like that is good for her, I bet. I have to get some wood for the stove. I’ll be right back,” Jeanne said to Lee before disappearing through the back door.

			Lee noticed that his father had only sipped his coffee but hadn’t touched the pancakes in front of him. While he wondered how to get a conversation started with his father again, Darcy turned to his ranch hand once more.

			“The hay delivery is coming today at around ten. Is the barn all set?”

			John nodded. “Is Rob coming by to give us a hand? We’ll never get it unloaded on our own before that sleet that was forecast for today.”

			“No, he doesn’t have time.”

			“Can’t Lee help out? Or is he just here on vacation?” Nick asked.

			Darcy glanced at Lee fleetingly and poured more milk into his cup. “You’ll just have to put your backs into it. I don’t want wet hay in my barn.”

			Lee did not like being talked about as if he wasn’t in the room. He looked at his father stirring the coffee in his mug, then over at Nick. The ranch hand sneered back at him. You think I’m a wimp, Lee thought and leaned back on the bench.

			“To be honest, I wouldn’t mind something to do and would be happy to help.”

			“As you like,” his father grumbled.

			“Well then, let’s go. We still have to move the old hay before the delivery gets here,” John said, standing up.

			Lee followed the ranch hands out of the kitchen.
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			Lyla came down the stairs and heard the front door close. The tantalizing smell of coffee and fried bacon filled the air, and she entered the kitchen in hopes of a delicious breakfast. Only a gaunt man sat at the table. She waited in vain for him to turn towards her.

			“Dad?” she asked uncertainly and quickly added a “Good morning.” She noticed him pause, yet he still did not turn around to look at her.

			“More like afternoon.”

			“Sorry. Yesterday was a long day,” Lyla replied hesitantly. Her father reached for the coffee pot and refilled his cup. She swallowed several times to get rid of the lump in her throat. “Could I get a cup, too?”

			“It’s all gone,” he grumbled. “Breakfast was at eight thirty.”

			Before she could reply, Jeanne came in through the back door, beaming at Lyla when she saw her.

			“Good morning, hun. Did you sleep well? I’ll make you some fresh coffee and pancakes. Go on, sit down!” she said, gesturing toward a chair.

			“What are you talking about? If she wanted to have breakfast, she should have gotten up earlier!”

			“Hush now.” Jeanne gave Lyla an apologetic smile. “Don’t mind him. Darcy doesn’t mean it!”

			“I certainly do mean it!” he grumbled. “But it’s no wonder – takes after her mother! She also always thought the world revolved around her.”

			He grabbed his cane, pushed his chair back forcefully and stomped out of the kitchen. Lyla stared after him, stunned. 

			Jeanne placed a hand on her arm. “Don’t take Darcy’s foul mood personally. His illness has made him bitter and unfair.”

			Lyla forced herself to smile and sat down.

			“That’s better. You must be starving.” Jeanne turned to the stove again and soon enough there was a plate of pancakes on the table. They smelled incredible. Her aunt poured them each a cup of coffee and took a seat as well. “Enjoy.”

			Lyla poured maple syrup over her pancakes and picked up her fork. Only after the first few bites did she notice how hungry she was. She helped herself to another cup of coffee when she was finished and turned to her aunt, who had been watching her quietly.

			“Is Dad not even happy that we’re here? I mean, he invited us, after all.”

			Jeanne sighed and leaned back with her cup in her hand. “Well to be honest, I was the one who invited you. I only told Darcy yesterday that Lee was … I mean, that the two of you were coming.”

			“Why?”

			“Darcy is just so stubborn. He doesn’t always know what’s good for him. The doctors say he’s got half a year, probably. I think it’s important for him to talk to the two of you and clear the air.”

			Lyla saw Jeanne wipe away a tear and looked away sullenly. A moment later, though, Jeanne clapped her hands on the table.

			“Well, enough sad talk. I’m going to clean up here. Then we’ll go outside, and I’ll give you a little tour of the ranch. Sound good?” She stood up and started clearing the table.

			“I’ll help you with the dishes.”

			“No, no, I’ve got it,” Jeanne replied quickly.

			“Alright, then I’ll go unpack my suitcase.”

			“Just come on down when you’re done.”

			The sun was shining through the skylight when Lyla walked into her room, bathing it in a warm, golden light. She glanced at her suitcase but first went into the little bathroom. She looked in the mirror and ran her hand through her hair, still damp from the shower. Her dark brown eyes looked almost black against the pale skin of her face, lit up by the golden flecks in her eyes.

			“It’s time I get out into the fresh air and get some color in my face,” she murmured, braiding her hair quickly and brushing her teeth. Back in her room, she kneeled in front of her suitcase and started putting her sweaters and t-shirts onto the bed. Then she stopped. Lee wanted to stay for three weeks. But what if her father continued to be so cold? She wouldn’t be able to stand being here for even a week if it stayed like this.

			She looked at her things indecisively. She knew how much Lee was hoping to reconnect with his father. And I want to get to know the place where I spent my first years, she thought, deciding not to let her father’s grouchiness scare her away.

			In that moment, she heard a loud whinny. She stood up quickly and looked out the window. Several foals were galloping around the paddock. Lyla couldn’t help but laugh at the sight of them enjoying life so freely. Without another thought for the suitcase, she pulled on a sweater and ran out the door.

			Halfway down the stairs, she heard the telephone ring through the open kitchen door and Jeanne answer it. “Hello? Hi, Brigitte.”

			Lyla stopped in her tracks. The last thing she wanted was to talk to her mother and get chastised for leaving without telling her. As Jeanne talked, Lyla tip-toed down to the last step and stopped.

			“Yes, the two of them arrived yesterday.” — “Don’t worry, Brigitte. I’ll take care of Lyla.”

			As if I can’t take care of myself, Lyla thought angrily as she listened.

			“Now tell me — how are you doing? Where are you working?” — “As a translator you can at least take advantage of the fact that you speak English and German fluently. It’s too bad you can’t …” — “You know Darcy. Thinks he’s indestructible.” — “No, of course I won’t mention anything to her! What are you suggesting? That really can’t be the reason why …” — “But Brigitte, how could I have known that Lee would just bring her with him? On the other hand, perhaps it really is about time for …”

			Jeanne lowered her voice and Lyla couldn’t hear what she was saying. She snuck a bit closer. “Your daughter’s roots are here, just like Lee’s.”

			Jeanne promised to have Lyla call and hung up. A moment later, Lyla heard dishes clattering and stepped into the kitchen.

			“I finished unpacking,” she said offhand.

			Jeanne startled and looked up from where she was bent over the dishwasher. “Oh goodness, I didn’t hear you come in. Your mother just called.”

			“Oh yeah?” Lyla tried to sound surprised.

			“Do you want to call her back?”

			“Uh, no, I’d rather go outside and see the horses.”

			“Alright. She already knows that the two of you got here safely anyway. So let’s head out and I’ll show you around.”
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			The hay truck drove away slowly. Lee looked at the mountain of hay stacked ten meters high. He stretched his back and tried to stifle a groan. Each bale weighed about 65 pounds and after unloading all two hundred and fifty of them as quickly as they had, his muscles were burning. Still, the work had been fun. He glanced over at Nick and John, who looked completely unfazed as they brushed the dust off their jeans. Lee saw Jeanne walking across the yard towards them with Lyla.

			“Did everything go alright?” his aunt asked as she looked at the hay.

			“I guess so. The bales are great quality, but the hay supplier says the next delivery is going be a fair bit more expensive. He wrote the new price here.”

			John handed Jeanne a piece of paper and Lee watched her scan the list with a sigh.

			“Good lord, that’s nearly double! How’s a ranch supposed to survive with prices like this?” She waved her hand dismissively. “Well, complaining won’t help anything. I’ll do my best to break it to Darcy as gently as possible. But I’ll wait until the Jensons get here and hopefully buy a colt or two. Nick, I’m counting on you to make sure the colts are on their best behavior.”

			“Of course, Miss Jeanne. I’m sure they’ll pay good money for at least one of them.”

			“Let’s hope so. John, will you take care of the grain order?”

			“It’s as good as done,” John replied, heading off. Nick grabbed his jacket from where it lay on hay bale. “Well, I’m off to brush the youngsters.”

			“Lyla and I can help with that,” Lee suggested.

			“I can manage just fine on my own,” Nick grumbled.

			“I know you can, but three people get the cleaning done faster than one.”

			“Lee’s right,” Jeanne chimed in. “Plus then they can look around a bit on your way to the pasture.”

			“Whatever,” Nick said with a shrug.

			“I’ll expect you all back for lunch then.”

			Jeanne headed back to the house while Lee and Lyla followed Nick into one of the barns. Nick handed Lee the bag of brushes and grabbed a few halters before they made their way to the colts’ pasture. They passed a number of sheds and farming equipment on the way. Some of the buildings had holes in the roofs that had been patched with plastic tarps.

			“It looks like the ranch is really struggling,” Lyla said to Lee quietly, nodding toward the tarps.

			Lee nodded and took in the state of disrepair. His father used to be so meticulous about keeping everything in immaculate condition. Was the poor condition of the ranch due to his father’s illness, or was it the state of the property that had made him ill? Lee felt helpless in an uncomfortable way. At the same time, he was painfully aware that he wasn’t a part of the ranch anymore. 

			They followed the path for another ten minutes until they reached the pasture. The grass was still brown, but most of the snow from the night before had already melted. It would be a few more weeks before things really started coming back to life, though. Darcy used to always say that his spirits were revived when springtime came around. Would this be his last spring? 

			A somber feeling came over Lee, but he pushed it aside and looked over at Nick, who was opening the gate.

			The cowboy handed him a halter. “Well, let’s go catch the boys.”

			Lee followed him into the pasture while Lyla stayed by the fence.

			“Let’s see what you can do, city boy,” Nick teased as they slowly approached the group of horses.

			“You’ll see soon enough.” Lee chose a brown and white pinto and approached the colt slowly. He avoided looking directly at the colt, instead walking in a small curve a few meters away from him and approaching the horse’s left shoulder like his father had taught him when he was little. Horses were flight animals, after all. The pinto raised his head and watched him curiously. When Lee tried to put the halter on him, he turned his head away. Lee tried again, but the colt suddenly turned on his haunches and galloped away with his tail held high. 

			Damnit, Lee thought, and glanced over to Nick to see if he had witnessed his unsuccessful attempt. Nick was already tying the first horse he had caught to the fence and gave him a cocky look.

			“Should I show you how it’s done?”

			Just shut up, Lee thought as he clenched his teeth and tried again. This time, the pinto let him put the halter on without any problems, and Lee felt his confidence return. Fifteen minutes later, all six horses were standing at the fence. Nick passed him a brush and grabbed one himself.

			“How many horses does my father own?” Lyla asked.

			“These six colts, ten broodmares and nine riding horses.” Nick went up to one of the stallions.

			“Can I help, too?” she asked.

			“If you want to help, you can divide one of those hay bales.” Nick pointed to a small stack of hay under a tarp. “Here, take this to cut the twine.”

			Lyla took the jackknife he was holding out to her and turned away. Curry comb in hand, Lee went to the pinto and started brushing off the dried mud and loose hair. He breathed in the earthy smell of the animal, sensing the warmth and youthful strength of the horse. Every movement was as familiar to him as it had been back then, when he could hardly wait to get home to the ranch after school and be with the horses. Wow, he had really missed this! It didn’t take long before his clothes were covered in horse hair. 

			Lee had to laugh as the pinto nuzzled at his jacket for treats and, finding none, gave Lee a disappointed nudge with his head.

			“Easy, you rascal. Next time I’ll bring something for you.”

			He looked up and saw Lyla struggling with a hay bale. With a strong tug, she managed to get the heavy bale into the right position and cut the twine. Nick called over to let her know that she could start distributing the hay.

			“But watch out for the palomino.” He pointed to a stallion with a shimmering golden coat and a creamy mane and tail. “Cracker is a biter.”

			She nodded and hummed a melody while dividing the hay into equal portions and passing it out. The horses nickered happily in anticipation of their meal. Except for Cracker, who pawed impatiently and snatched at the air. He pinned his ears back as Lyla approached him with the hay in her arms. Snorting with excitement, he shook his creamy mane and stamped his front leg. Lee saw his sister drop the hay just out of the colt’s reach, watch him for a moment and then approach him slowly. Her humming had turned into a song that she was singing to herself, lost in thought as she moved. Cracker pricked up his ears and stopped fidgeting. He came right up to the paddock fence and stretched his head over the wooden slats. She walked up to him, placing one hand on his neck and the palm of the other hand flat on his forehead. The horse lowered his head, exhaled with a long snort as the tension seeped from his body.

			Lyla smiled, took a step back and looked at the stallion tenderly. “That’s a good boy,” she praised before she fetched the hay and placed it in front of him.

			“Wow, I’ve never seen Cracker so calm. There’s gotta be some real horse know-how in that head of yours,” Nick said approvingly and winked at her. “Maybe you can teach your brother a thing or two.”

			Just you wait until I’ve gotten the hang of things again. Then I’ll be the one teaching you a thing or two, Lee thought, though he smiled despite himself. He had to admit that the ranch hand’s teasing motivated him more than it bothered him. It was nice to spend the morning with the horses, and Lee was in a good mood as he followed his sister and Nick back to the house.
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			Lee was sitting at the breakfast table with Lyla and the two ranch hands when his father came into the kitchen, leaning heavily on his cane. Lee had hardly seen him the last two days because he’d had several doctors’ appointments.

			“Morning,” Darcy grumbled as he sat down. “Does no one have any work to do around here?”

			“We’re about to get going,” John said. “I just need the papers from the office for the two colts the Jensons picked out yesterday.”

			“They’re on my desk.” 

			John nodded, standing up and putting his cup in the sink before leaving.

			“Is there anything I can help with?” Lee asked.

			“I wouldn’t know what,” his father replied grouchily. “You don’t know anything about ranch work. If you’re bored, go take some photos. Take your sister with you while you’re at it.”

			“I’m not bored. I’d like to —”

			“I have some things to take care of in the office,” his father interrupted. “Nick, you go and trim the yearlings’ hooves.” With that, Darcy stood up and left the kitchen.

			“Great. I was supposed to pick up medication from the veterinarian,” Nick mumbled, draining his cup.

			“Lyla and I can pick it up,” Lee said. His father’s words had left him feeling bitter. A few hours away from the ranch sounded like just the distance he needed to let his frustration simmer down.

			“Alright,” Nick agreed.

			Lee realized how excited he was to see the small town again as they drove toward Spruce View. He had so many good memories of that town and driving there together with his father. Darcy would always take the time to chat with the feed supplier and the other ranchers, and he always made a point of involving Lee in his work. Even if it was just choosing new horse feed or negotiating the best price for hay bales.

			And now you treat me like an inconvenient guest, Lee thought to himself morosely. His somber thoughts dispersed when Lyla cried out and pointed to a herd of elk running across a field. He laughed at her excitement. The twenty-minute drive took them past numerous ranches surrounded by large fields where cows were still being fed hay at this time of year. Most of the driveways leading to the ranches were framed by high arched gateways with the name of the ranch in the middle. The name was usually a variation of the owner’s family name. Lee wondered how many of his former school friends had followed in their fathers’ footsteps and taken over the family farms.

			They finally reached the vet clinic on the outskirts of town. Lee was amazed to see the modern building that was three times as big as Dr. Tippet’s practice back then. Lyla stayed in the car while Lee went inside. There was a man in dusty jeans and cowboy boots in the waiting room, leaning casually on the counter as he chatted with the receptionist.

			“Diane, I am telling you, that scarf really brings out the sparkle in your eyes.” He playfully took one end of the long scarf and gave it a tug. “So if you aren’t doing anything this weekend —”

			The young woman laughed. “You never give up, do you? I’ll think about it,” she said, shooing him away.

			He turned around, and Lee was stunned when he saw the cowboy’s face. “Chuck? Chuck Morton!” he exclaimed.

			The man looked at him in surprise.

			“Lee? That you? Well, I’ll be damned. It really is.” Chuck gave him a friendly knock on the shoulder. “How long are you in town? We gotta get together for a drink … Wow, man it’s so good to see you!”

			He put his arm around Lee’s shoulder and pulled him in for a hug. Lee laughed and patted his childhood friend on the back before they pulled away again. The two men eyed each other for a few moments. They had both been five years old when John had started working for Darcy and had moved into the ranchers’ lodge at Willow Ranch with Chuck, and it hadn’t taken long for them to become like brothers. The wiry man standing in front of him was very different from the chubby boy he had once been. Chuck no longer smelled like soda pop and licorice; he now smelled like cigarette smoke and Old Spice. But when Chuck grinned at him, Lee saw the same old prankster with a twinkle in his dark brown eyes.

			Lee’s gaze fell on his large belt buckle, engraved with the words “Rodeo Champion.” He pointed to it.

			“Your dad mentioned you’ve been working the rodeo circuit.”

			“Yup! Except I’ve switched from bucking broncs to bulls. It’s a long story, and —” Chuck’s cell phone rang then, and he glanced at the screen. “Shit, my new boss is gettin’ pissy. I’ve gotta go. Let’s catch up, yeah?”

			Lee nodded. “Sure. Let’s meet one of these days for a beer.”

			“One, ha! At least a 24-pack, bud.”

			Lee smiled as he watched Chuck leave. We really didn’t have a care in the world back then, he thought. But his smile faded as he thought about how much he had missed Chuck after his move to Germany. He pushed the gloomy thought away and went up to the reception desk.

			“Hi,” he said and handed the assistant the list of medication. “This is all for Willow Ranch.”

			The assistant typed something into the computer before standing up, grabbing the medication from a refrigerator, and packing it into a small bag that she laid on the counter. When Lee reached for it, she cleared her throat, and he paused.

			“This is awkward, but could you please tell your father that the check he used to pay the last bill bounced?”

			Before Lee had a chance to wonder how the woman knew that he was Darcy’s son, she continued. “I’m sure it was just a mistake. Things are tough, with him being sick and all. I wouldn’t have said anything if it had been the first time but —”

			“It’s fine. I’ll take care of it. Willow Ranch has always settled its accounts,” he interrupted, surprised at his own brusque tone. He mumbled a goodbye, grabbed the bag, and left the clinic. What the hell was he saying? ‘I’ll take care of it.’ Yeah right, as if he had any idea about how the ranch was being run. But I want to be a part of everything again, a voice in his head whispered, and it was so loud he couldn’t ignore it. Lyla put her phone away when he got into the car and gave him an inquiring look.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Yeah, everything’s fine.”

			He pushed away his irritation and drove into town. The sign at the edge of town boasted of a population of two hundred and fifty, only thirty more than when he was a kid, Lee noted with surprise. Yet the town had everything that the ranchers in the area needed.

			Lee looked around and saw that not much had changed.
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