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To the memory of TERSON (Ger.), by Luciano out of Templeogue, by Prodomo (fifty-two starts, seven wins, eight seconds, and three thirds in France and the United States), this novel is dedicated with love and gratitude.


 


And to Jack Canning, likewise.

























In no other department of human knowledge has there been such a universal and persistent habit of misrepresenting the truth of history as in matters relating to the horse.


—The Horse in America, JOHN H. WALLACE


I recognized with despair that I was about to be compelled to buy a horse.


—Some Experiences of an Irish R.M.,


SOMERVILLE AND ROSS


I never heard of a great thing done yet but it was done by a thorough-bred horse.


—English steeplechase jockey


DICK CHRISTIAN, 1820S
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CAST OF CHARACTERS





New York and Florida (Aqueduct, Belmont, Saratoga, Colder, Gulfstream)




Alexander P. Maybrick: owner, industrialist


Rosalind Maybrick: socialite, connoisseur


Eileen: Rosalind’s Jack Russell terrier


Dick Winterson: Al and Rosalind’s horse-trainer


Luciano: Dick’s horse masseur


 


Tiffany Morse: checker at Wal-Mart


Ho Ho Ice Chill: Tiffany’s boyfriend, rap singer


Dagoberto Gomez: Tiffany’s horse-trainer


Herman Newman: toy magnate, racehorse owner





Maryland (Pimlico, Laurel Delaware Park, the New Jersey and Philadelphia tracks)




Krista Magnelli: breeder, owner of a small studfarm


Pete and Maia Magnelli: Krista’s husband and baby daughter


Sam the vet: Krista’s equine practitioner


 


Skippy Hollister: owner, lawyer, Washington powerbroker


Mary Lynn Hollister: Skippy’s wife, dragon of good works


Deirdre Donohue: The Hollisters’ horse-trainer


George Donohue: Deirdre’s cousin, assistant trainer


Ellen: Deirdre’s old friend, owner of hunter-jumper stable and riding school





Chicago and New Orleans (Hawthorne, Arlington Park, Sportsman’s Park, Louisiana Downs)




William Vance: horse-trainer





California (Santa Anita, Hollywood Park, Del Mar, Golden Gate Fields, Bay Meadows)




Kyle Tompkins: owner of a vast Thoroughbred breeding farm and much else


Jason Clark Kingston: software magnate


Andrea Melanie Kingston: Jason’s wife


Azalea Warren: virgin, racehorse owner, old California money


Joy Gorham: mare manager at Tompkins Ranch


Elizabeth Zada: Joy’s friend, author, animal communicator


Plato Theodorakis: Elizabeth’s boyfriend, futurologist


Farley Jones: Kyle Tompkins’ horse-trainer


Oliver: Farley’s assistant trainer


 


Buddy Crawford: Jason Clark Kingston’s horse-trainer


Leon: Buddy’s assistant trainer


Deedee: exercise rider for Buddy


Curtis Doheny: Buddy’s equine practitioner


Roberto Acevedo: apprentice jockey


Marvelous Martha: exercise rider and legend


 


Lin Jay “the Pisser” Hwang: small-time owner, former Red Guard


The Round Pebble: the Pisser’s mother


 


Leo: racetrack afficionado, theorist of track life


Jesse: Leo’s son, aged nine





Texas




R. T. Favor: horse-trainer and suspicious character


Angel Smith: owner of a small horse-boarding establishment


Horacio Delagarza: Angel’s friend





 France




Audrey Schmidt: youthful horse enthusiast


Florence Schmidt: Audrey’s mother





Everywhere




Sir Michael Ordway: horse agent, peer of the realm





Horses




Mr. T.: gray gelding, stakes winner in France, bred in Germany


Justa Bob: brown gelding, bred in California


Residual: chestnut filly, bred in Kentucky


Limitless: bay colt, bred in Maryland


Froney’s Sis: gray or roan filly, bred in California


Epic Steam: dark-bay or brown colt, bred in Kentucky
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PROLOGUE


WHO THEY ARE





ALL THE JOCKEY CLUB knows about them is parentage, color, markings:




Residual, by Storm Trumpet, out of Baba Yaya, by Key to the Mint, chestnut, born January 23, 1996. White star, three white stockings that end below the knee. Kentucky-bred.


Epic Steam, by Land of Magic, out of Pure Money, by Mr. Prospector, dark-bay or brown colt, February 18, 1996, would be called black if there were any true black Thoroughbreds. He has no white at all anywhere on his body. Kentucky-bred.


Froney’s Sis, by Mr. Miracles, out of My Deelite, by Cee’s Tizzy, gray or roan filly, March 21, 1996. Now almost black, but flecked with white hairs, she has a star and a snip between her nostrils, as well as one white sock, but these markings will disappear over the years, enveloped like tide pools by the encroaching sea of white that will spread over her body from her face and her shoulders and her haunches. She has a clockwise whorl on her chest around which the rest of her seems to orbit like a galaxy. Cal-bred.


Bay colt, by Lake of the Woods, out of Wayward, by Independence, May 5, 1996. This is the commonest color in Thoroughbreds. He has a tiny star on his forehead, symmetrical cowlicks on either side of his neck, and a little white triangle on the inside of his right hind fetlock. Maryland-bred.





All their markings are described on their registration papers, and all have numbers and files. Their live births have been noted, their blood has been taken and tested to be sure they descend from whom their owners say they descend, their births have been recorded under the names of their sires in a number of documents, and published in the Thoroughbred Times. Already they are successful, having gotten conceived, gestated, born, nursed, weaned, halter-broken, shod, transported, and taught some basic manners with some misadventure but nothing fatal.


They are all related to one another. Every one of them carries the blood of the Darley Arabian, and Eclipse. You could hardly have a Thoroughbred who did not. Every one of them, too, carries the blood of Stockwell and of Nearco. Three of them carry the blood of Rock Sand. Two descend from the great female progenitor Pocahontas. Two are more American than English, going back to Lexington. The lucky ones carry St. Simon. Hyperion appears here and there, a dot of sunlight in any pedigree. The four great broodmare sires—War Admiral, Princequillo, Mahmoud, Blue-Larkspur—appear, too, even though no one around any of these foals is old enough to have actually seen them race.


As Thoroughbreds, Residual, Epic Steam, Froney’s Sis, and the as-yet-unnamed bay colt share some characteristics. They are active and inquisitive. They would rather move than not. Easing into a gallop is as natural to all of them as breathing. When they run, they look ahead, about four strides, and their tails stream out straight behind them. They are born to go forward, nose aligned with neck aligned with back aligned with tail, as a border collie is born to follow the heels of sheep, or a cat is born to toy with a mouse. All are evidently intelligent and inquisitive. They will follow after anything that wanders through the pasture, noses down, investigating. They are exuberant. They are sensitive. They have opinions. They in general have too much of every lively quality rather than too little. On average, they are more closely related to one another than cheetahs.


Nevertheless, even if they were all the same color, you could readily tell them apart. They say of Epic Steam, Well, he knows who he is! Yeah, he knows he’s a son of a bitch, or, rather, the son of a son of a bitch! He’s a big burly colt. The farrier doesn’t like to trim him and no one else likes to do much with him, either. He’s resisted haltering, resisted grooming, resisted worming and shots. He always gets saved for last, even though last is when everyone is tired and irritable. It just puts you in such a bad mood to deal with him that it’s bad for the other horses if he goes first, that’s the justification. You can’t approach him with affection, kindness, gentleness, but, then, neither can you approach him with firmness, dominance, aggression.


He is worth a lot of money: his dam cost her owner $567,000 (though she has amortized that expenditure with the three of her seven foals who sold as yearlings for two to five hundred thousand dollars). Land of Magic’s stud fee was sixty thousand dollars. Epic Steam himself brought $450,000 at the yearling sale in Keeneland last July. Epic Steam is easily offended. He has high standards of behavior with regard to his own person, and every human he has met so far has offended them. Other horses aren’t so bad—they have been capable of learning, and so they don’t offend him, and he isn’t mean with them, only bossy. It’s the people who are blind and stubborn. Epic Steam would like to see a person, just one, who can pay attention and meet his standard. Almost two now, he is frequently termed “a monster,” sixteen hands, with a great arching neck and ribs that spring away from his lungs and his oversized heart. His haunches are a county of their own; his tail streams like a black banner almost to the ground.


Residual knows who she is, too. She is the one who is always walking around the pasture, stopping, lifting her head, having a look, walking on. She is the one with the meditative air. When they handle her, they’ve learned from her to wait just a second. The farrier asks her to lift her foot—there’s a momentary pause, and then it’s clear that she has decided, and she lifts her foot. They say that she is easy to get along with, and so she is. When she runs around with the other fillies, she doesn’t barge to the front, but instead hangs back for a second and waits for an opening, then flows into it. She is fifteen hands two inches, well developed and nicely built for two-year-old racing. She has big haunches, a graceful neck, and an attractive head that is short but beautifully molded. She has pretty, mobile ears. Her chestnut coat is richly colored, preternaturally fine. Her right knee turns out, like her sire’s. At the Saratoga sale, she brought a disappointing twenty-four thousand dollars.


The bay colt knows who he is, too, and so does his breeder, who simply calls him “Wow.” The youngest of the four, he has not left home yet, so every day his handlers see that he has inherited from his grandsire, Independence, a gallop that is easier for him than standing still. His idea of relaxing is galloping around the pasture, speeding up, slowing down, turning, sweeping around a large curve. He works on his stride and pacing every day while others are sleeping, play-fighting each other, eating, except that it isn’t work, it is his natural activity, his default option. He gallops in response to every stimulus. He isn’t as big or as pretty as some other yearlings, and his conformation isn’t perfect, either. He has a long back, slightly swayed, and long hind legs. His neck is skinny. His head is a bit common, until you look at his eyes, soulful, long-lashed. He is pleasant to handle but distracted, half ignoring you, waiting, always, to go back outside. He was too young and undeveloped in the summer to go to a sale, and his owner is thinking of racing him.


Froney’s Sis is the only one who isn’t sure who she is. Orphaned at a month old, when her dam colicked in the night and died, she was put in with a mini-horse for companionship, and fed milk from a bucket, because she was too old to go to a nurse mare. The mini-horse was a patient fellow. He stood quietly near her, moved away from the feed bucket when she wanted to eat, grazed almost underneath her, even trotted around companionably while she romped and kicked up and galloped, but he wasn’t matter-of-fact about things, the way a mare would be. He didn’t nuzzle her much, and he wasn’t possessed of that throaty, loving nicker that is a specialty of mares. Most of all, his interest in her wasn’t the compelling element of his existence, as a mare’s interest in her foal would be. A mare would be pushy and interfering and attentive. A mare would call out and trot over; a mare’s body language would be telling the filly what to think and how to behave twenty-four hours a day. But the mini-horse didn’t have a mare’s body language. Already culture has interfered with nature in the case of Froney’s Sis—the twigs of her personality are like the shoots of an espaliered apricot tree; however nice she becomes, she may never know who she is.


Her owner, Mr. Kyle Tompkins, seems to own everything else in central California, too. On a hot, sunny piece of land so vast and featureless that it offers no limits or resistance, Mr. Tompkins grows cattle, apricots, grapes, cotton, wheat, rice, and alfalfa, manufactures cosmetics, runs restaurants, a resort, a horse-training center, a horse-breeding center, a trucking company, a holding company, an asset-management company, an insurance company, and a company that underwrites insurance companies, but he takes a personal interest in the racehorses. Froney’s Sis he has named after Bob Froney’s sister. Bob Froney is the guy down the road who developed the special formula for Tompkins Perfection Almond and Aloe Skin Revitalizer, Tompkins Perfection Skin Nurturing Kindness Cosmetics’ best seller. Bob has recently mentioned to Mr. Tompkins that his sister Dorcas was the first tester of the formula and guided them toward the greaseless product that Bob finally came up with in his kitchen. In a fit of gratitude Mr. Tompkins spent a day trying to decide between “Dorcas,” “Bob’s Baby Sister,” and “Froney’s Sis.” One year, he named a filly “Chemolita” and a colt “Radiation Baby,” because his mother was undergoing chemotherapy. His names are so odd that no one else ever wants them, and the Jockey Club seems always to give him what he wants. He names nearly a hundred foals a year, and races mostly his own stock.


The filly has not been easy to train, and Jack Perkins, who manages the training farm, is thinking of throwing her out in the pasture for another six months. Tompkins Worldwide Thoroughbred Breeding and Racing—Only the Best has plenty of pasture and plenty of water to keep it green.


Everything about them now is speculative, mysterious, potential. On the first of January, when they all turn two simultaneously, who they are, who they will become, how they will be known and remembered, or not, will begin to take form. In a couple more years, everything will have been revealed—how they raced as two-year-olds, how they raced as three-year-olds, whether they manifested the hidden bonuses in their DNA or the hidden deficits, whether they deserve to reproduce or not, what they made of those who trained them and cared for them and rode them and owned them, and what those trainers, grooms, jockeys, and owners made of them. They are about to enter upon lives as public as any human life, lives as active and maybe as profitable, lives about which they will certainly have opinions, though they will never speak to the press, even off the record.


Jack decides, as he always does, that there’s plenty of time.
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1 / JACK RUSSELL


ON THE SECOND Sunday morning in November, the day after the Breeders’ Cup at Hollywood Park (which he did not get to this year, because the trek to the West Coast seemed a long one from Westchester County and he didn’t have a runner, had never had a runner, how could this possibly be his fault, hadn’t he spent millions breeding, training, and running horses? Wasn’t it time he had a runner in the Breeders’ Cup or got out of the game altogether, one or the other?), Alexander P. Maybrick arose from his marriage bed at 6:00 a.m., put on his robe and slippers, and exited the master suite he shared with his wife, Rosalind. On the way to the kitchen, he passed the library, his office that adjoined the library, the weight room, the guest bathroom, the living room, and the dining room. In every room his wife had laid a Persian carpet of exceptional quality—his wife had an eye for quality in all things—and it seemed like every Persian carpet in every room every morning was adorned with tiny dark, dense turds deposited there by Eileen, the Jack Russell terrier. Eileen herself was nestled up in bed with his wife, apparently sleeping, since she didn’t raise even her head when Mr. Maybrick arose, but Mr. Maybrick knew she was faking. No Jack Russell sleeps though movement of any kind except as a ruse.


Mr. Maybrick had discussed this issue with Rosalind on many levels. It was not as though he didn’t know what a Jack Russell was all about when Rosalind brought the dog home. A Jack Russell was about making noise, killing small animals and dragging their carcasses into the house, attacking much larger dogs, refusing to be house-trained, and in all other ways living a primitive life. Rosalind had promised to start the puppy off properly, with a kennel and a trainer and a strict routine and a book about Jack Russells, and every other thing that worked with golden retrievers and great Danes and mastiffs, and dogs in general. But Eileen wasn’t a dog, she was a beast, and the trainer had been able to do only one thing with her, which was stop her from barking. And thank God for that, because if the trainer had not stopped Eileen from barking Mr. Maybrick would have had to strangle her. Rosalind, who sent her underwear to the cleaners and had the windows washed every two weeks and kept the oven spotless enough to sterilize surgical instruments, tried to take the position that the turds were small and harmless, and that the carpets could handle them, but really she just thought the dog was cute, even after Eileen learned to jump from the floor to the kitchen counters, and then walked around on them with her primevally dirty feet, click click click, right in front of Mr. Maybrick, even after Eileen began to sleep under the covers, pushing her wiry, unsoft coat right into Mr. Maybrick’s nose in the middle of the night. “Do you know where this dog has been?” Mr. Maybrick would say to Rosalind, and Rosalind would reply, “I don’t want to think about that.”


Mr. Maybrick was a wealthy and powerful man, and in the end, that was what stopped him. He knew that, in the larger scheme of things, he had been so successful, and, in many ways, so unpleasant about it all (he was a screamer and a bully, tough on everyone), that Eileen had come into his life as a corrective. She weighed one-twentieth of what he did. He could crush her between his two fists. He could also get rid of her, either by yelling at his wife or by sending her off to the SPCA on his own, but he dared not. There was some abyss of megalomania that Eileen guarded the edge of for Mr. Maybrick, and in the mornings, when he walked to the kitchen to get his coffee, he tried to remember that.


The first thing Mr. Maybrick did after he poured his coffee was to call his horse-trainer. When the trainer answered with his usual “Hey, there!,” Mr. Maybrick said, “Dick!,” and then Dick said, “Oh. Al.” He always said it just like that, as if he were expecting something good to happen, and Mr. Maybrick had happened instead. Mr. Maybrick ignored this and sipped his coffee while Dick punched up his response. “Can I do something for you, Al?”


“Yeah. You can put that Laurita filly in the allowance race on Thursday.”


“You’ve got a condition book, then.”


“Oh, sure. I want to know what races are being run. You trainers keep everything so dark—”


“Well, sure. Al, listen—”


“Dick, Frank Henderson thinks it’s the perfect race for her. A little step up in class, but not too much competi—”


“I’ll see.”


“I want to do it. Henderson said—”


“Mr. Henderson—”


“Frank Henderson knows horses and racing, right? His filly won the Kentucky Oaks last year, right? He would have had that other horse in the sprint yesterday if it hadn’t broken down. Listen to me, Dick. I shouldn’t have to beg you.” This was more or less a threat, and as he said it, not having actually intended to, Mr. Maybrick reflected upon how true it was. He was the owner. Dick Winterson was the trainer. The relationship was a simple one. Henderson was always telling him not to be intimidated by trainers.


“We’ll see.”


“You always say that. Look, I don’t want to watch the Breeders’ Cup on TV again next year. Henderson thinks this filly’s got class.”


“She does, but I want to go slow with her. We have to see how the filly—”


Mr. Maybrick hung up. He didn’t slam down the phone—he no longer did that—he simply hung up. If Dick had known him as long as Mr. Maybrick had known himself, he would have realized what a good thing it was, simply hanging up. And here was another thing he could use with his wife. He could say that if he didn’t have to pass all those turds in the morning he could start off calmer and his capacity for accepting frustration would last a little longer. It was scientific. When they didn’t have the dog, he had gotten practically to the fourth phone call without offending anyone. Now he got maybe to the second. He took another sip of his coffee, and called his broker, then his partner, then his general manager, then his other partner, then his secretary, then his broker again, then his AA sponsor (who was still in bed). This guy’s name was Harold W., and he was a proctologist as well as an alcoholic. Mr. Maybrick had chosen him because he was a man of infinite patience and because he knew everything there was to know about prostate glands.


“I want a drink,” said Mr. Maybrick. “There’s turds all over the house. I bet you can understand that one.”


“Good morning, Al. What’s really up? You haven’t had a drink in two years.”


“But I’m always on the verge. It’s a real struggle with me.”


“Say your serenity prayer.”


“God—”


“God—”


They said the serenity prayer together.


“Look,” said Al, “I got this pain in my groin—”


“No freebies. That’s the rule. My partner will be happy to—”


“It’s like water trickling out of a hose. I can’t—”


“You need to be working on your fourth step.”


“What’s that one again?”


“Taking a fearless inventory of your character defects.”


“Oh, yeah.”


“Trying to get something for nothing is one of your character defects.”


“I never pay retail.”


“Then you need to work on your third step, Al.”


“What’s that one?”


“Turning your life over to your higher power.”


Mr. Maybrick cleared his throat, as he always did when someone said those higher-power words. Those words always made an image of Ralph Peters come into his head, the guy who used to be head of the Mercantile Exchange in Chicago, and who foiled the Hunt brothers when they tried to corner the silver market back in ’80. Peters was an Austrian guy. He had “higher power” written all over him, and he was the last guy Mr. Maybrick had ever feared. He would never turn his life over to Peters.


Harold went on, “Let’s think a little more about the last day. What about rage? Have you been raging?”


“Well, sure. A guy in my posi—”


“Should be filled with gratitude. Your position is a gratitude position. Thank you, God, for every frustration, every bad deal, every monetary loss, every balk and obstacle and resistance.”


Harold often teased him in this way. Mr. Maybrick felt better for it, because it made him think Harold W. liked him after all, and it reminded him, too, of when his old man had been in a good mood. Joshing him.


“Every non-cooperator, every son of a bitch, every idiot who gets in my way, every slow driver, every—”


“Okay.”


“I’ve got to go to work.”


“But I—There’s wine in the liquor cabinet.”


“Throw it out. I’ve got to go to work. The assholes are accumulating.”


Mr. Maybrick laughed. Harold W. laughed, too. Harold W. wasn’t a saint, by any means. He had been in AA for thirty-two years, at a meeting almost every day. Mr. Maybrick didn’t know whether to respect that or have contempt for it, but he knew for a fact that Harold W. was a force to be reckoned with, and he thanked him politely, ragelessly, and hung up the phone.


Now Eileen trotted into the room. It was clear to Mr. Maybrick that the dog was intentionally ignoring him. She clicked over to her bowl and checked it, took a drink from the water dish, circumnavigated the cooking island, and then, casually, leapt onto the granite counter and trotted toward the sink. “Get down, Eileen,” said Mr. Maybrick. It was as if he hadn’t spoken. Eileen cocked her little tan head and peered into the garbage disposal, noting that the stopper was in place. Her little stump of a tail flicked a couple of times, and she seemed to squat down. She stretched her paw toward the stopper, but her legs were too short; she couldn’t reach it. She surveyed the situation for a moment, then went behind the sink, picked up a pinecone that had been hidden there, and jumped down. Only now did she look at Mr. Maybrick. She dropped the pinecone at his slippered feet and backed up three steps, her snapping black gaze boring into his. “I don’t want to do that, Eileen,” he said. Her strategy was to take little steps backward and forward and then spin in a tight circle, gesturing at the pinecone with her nose. But she never made a sound.


“You’re not a retriever, Eileen, you’re a terrier. Go outside and kill something.”


Indeed, Eileen was a terrier, and with terrier determination, she resolved that Mr. Maybrick would ultimately throw the pinecone. She continued dancing, every few seconds picking up the pinecone and dropping it again. She was getting cuter and cuter. That was her weapon. Mr. Maybrick considered her a very manipulative animal. He looked away from her and took another sip of his (third) cup of coffee. Now she barked once, and when he looked at her, she went up on her hind legs. She had thighs like a wrestler—she seemed to float. Mr. Maybrick had often thought that a horse as athletic as this worthless dog would get into the Kentucky Derby, then the Breeders’ Cup, win him ten million dollars on the track, and earn him five million a year in the breeding shed for, say, twenty years. That was $110 million; it had happened to others. He had been racing and breeding horses for eleven years, and it had never happened to him. This was just the sort of thing that made you a little resentful, and rightfully so, whatever Harold W. had to say about gratitude. He closed his eyes when he felt himself sliding that way, beginning to count up the millions he had spent running horses and thinking about deserving. With his eyes closed, Al could hear her drop the pinecone rhythmically on the tile, chock chock chock chock, the bass, her little toenails clicking a tune around it. Didn’t he deserve a really big horse? Didn’t he? And then, while his eyes were still closed, dog and pinecone arrived suddenly in his lap, a hard, dense little weight but live, electric. With the shock, he nearly dropped his coffee cup, and as it was, spilled on the counter. “God damn it!” he shouted. Eileen jumped down and trotted away. “Hey! Come here, Eileen,” he said. “Eileen!” Eileen sheared off into the living room, and he realized that he had forgotten to let her out. Mr. Maybrick put his arms up on the table and laid his head upon them.





2 / ROUGH STRIFE


THOUGH IT WASN’T customary for Farley Jones to find himself out with the first set of horses at 5:00 a.m. or so, he didn’t mind it today, for he hadn’t been sleeping well lately, and it was better to be up and about than lying in bed wondering what was going on with everyone who was up and about. Oliver, his assistant trainer, was home with the flu. They were working under lights, and the horses, the best group in Farley’s barn, were all galloping today rather than working. And he was alone in the grandstand at Santa Anita, and it was pleasantly quiet now that the hurly-burly of the Breeders’ Cup was over. The weather was good, too, for all the talk about the imminent arrival of El Niño.


It wasn’t until his horses were finished and trotting out, a good twenty minutes of blessed solitude, that anyone joined him, and that was Buddy Crawford, another trainer, with his assistant. They came abreast, like a sandstorm, bringing turbulence in with them, and Farley felt his body gear up to charge for the exit, then felt his mind resist that impulse. On the one hand, he wasn’t done looking at his horses, and on the other, there was something he had to say to Buddy Crawford that he hadn’t been looking forward to saying. He had sworn he wouldn’t seek an opportunity to say it or say it in front of any other trainers, and that condition now applied, and he was stuck. He put his hand on the railing to hold himself in Buddy’s presence. And then the horse he had been intending to discuss with Buddy trotted by below, grinding his bit and pulling, his ears pinned and his back end bouncing. When he got a hundred yards away, he reared up, but the exercise boy was ready for him and kicked him forward. Buddy leaned out and shouted, “Work five is all!” Then he turned to his assistant, handed him a slip of paper, and said, “Take this to the clockers’ shed.” The kid walked away. Farley’s sense of turbulence increased rather than diminished. “Hey, Buddy,” he said.


“Hey, Farley. How’s it going, old man?”


“Not bad.”


“I hate working in the fucking dark. My old man worked the night shift, did you know that? He hated working in the dark, too, and sleeping in the day. But what the fuck, I don’t sleep a wink anyway.”


“I haven’t been sleeping very well lately, either.”


“This is a fucking lifelong thing with me. To tell you the truth, I don’t know if I can’t sleep because I worry all the time, or if I worry all the time because I can’t sleep. I can’t stand to be in the fucking bedroom, with the windows shut and with the carpeting and all. The cars going by on the street make me think of horses galloping, and then I got to get up and see what they’re doing. It’s a fucking mess.”


“You know, I knew a guy who went to a sleep-disorder—”


“It’s not a fucking sleep disorder. It’s a horse disorder. It’s a too-many-horses-in-the-barn disorder!” He laughed, but not mirthfully. Then he leaned over the railing and shouted to the riders of two horses who were trotting along together, “You two need to break from the gate. Don’t let your filly pass the other one, Gaspar.” Then, to Farley, “Fucking Gaspar. He rides like a fucking girl. If he lets that filly take hold and pass the other one, he’ll have a runaway on his hands. Teach him a fucking lesson.”


Now Buddy, who was wiry and little, was pacing, and Farley was glancing down the track, hoping and not hoping someone else would come along. He saw the last of his set exit the track down where the path came in.


Farley could see the horse in question heading toward them. He was a big bay horse with a distinctive white stripe on his face that ran between his eyes for a few inches, then veered off to the right and ended at the horse’s nostril. He said, “How you doing with that colt?”


Buddy glanced at the animal.


“He’s training pretty good. Inconsistent. He’s got some speed. Dam’s a Rahy mare. She had some speed, too.”


“Wedding Ring.”


“That’s the one.”


“She was steady as they come.”


“Yeah, steady hot, Henry says. He had her in his barn before she went back to New York. This one, though, he’s up, he’s down. But he’s got to learn his job and bull through it. That’s the name of the game. Hasn’t raced in three weeks. Vacation’s over.”


Once Farley had watched his former wife suggest to her sister that she wasn’t giving her one-year-old daughter enough attention. The sister had been looking out the window, and, hearing this rather mildly stated reproach, had turned her head to look at Marlise, whose own two-year-old (with Farley) was babbling at her feet. What really happened was that the sister’s head swung around in surprise with a definite wrecking-ball look to it, and after screaming at one another for ten minutes, causing both the children to cry, and startling both the husbands out of two years of prospective longevity, the sisters didn’t speak until their children were six and five. And they lived in the same town, and saw each other at nearly every family dinner. It was with this in mind that Farley never offered any suggestions to other trainers about their horses. But now he said, “Buddy, you should have that horse’s stifles X-rayed. I had a filly who moved like that in the hind end, and she—”


“He moves fine. He had an abscess. That’s why he’s been off. But the gravel erupted two weeks ago.”


“Maybe, but—”


“Watch this work.”


The horse shot past them. You could see the exercise boy gritting his teeth, the horse was pulling so hard. Buddy said, “That horse loves to run, and I’m not going to stand in his way. In fact, I’m going to provide him with an opportunity to do what he loves to do.”


“Buddy—” But in the end, he couldn’t bring himself to say what he was thinking, which was that the horse was going to break down.


“You know what?”


“What?”


“These horses are here to race and win. Their owners pay me seventy bucks a day and all they fucking care about is racing and winning. But that’s not even it. The owners don’t care as much about racing and winning as I do. If the fucking horse falls over two steps after the finish line, he’s done his job that he was born into this world to do.”


“I don’t think—”


“What? A Thoroughbred is not a natural phenomenon. His mommy and daddy didn’t fall in love, get married, and decide to have a baby. None of these horses would be here if they weren’t meant to race and win. The breeder is their God and the racetrack is their destiny and running is their work, and any other way of looking at it is getting things mixed up, if you ask me. The last thing I want to do is get things mixed up, because, as fucked as I am now, I’d be really fucked then, because I wouldn’t know what I was doing.”


“Buddy—”


“Farley, we’ve been training together around this track for twenty-five years or so, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, here’s what I’ve noticed about you. You’re smart. They all say that about you, Farley’s smart. Sometimes he’s too smart, but he’s always smart. I ain’t smart, if you’ll pardon my English. If I’m going to get winners, it isn’t going to be by being smart, it’s going to be by sticking to what I know. That’s how smart I am, exactly. I’m smart enough to know how to get by without being smart.”


“Anyone can learn—”


“Can they? You had that colt Rough Strife, remember him? You had him around here for a year and a half. He was dumb as a post, wasn’t he? He’s a legend. He fell down at the quarter pole in his first race, and every start after that, he shied at the quarter pole. He couldn’t learn not to. Lots of them can, but he couldn’t.”


“Just get his stifles—”


“I don’t want to know about it. He’s ready to run. As long as he tells me he wants to run, I’m going to run him.” Buddy leaned out the window and shouted, “Gaspar, you were okay this time, so I’m going to put you on another crazy one. I think you’re learning something!” And he turned and marched out of the grandstand. In the ensuing lull, Farley realized that his own second set were discreetly milling about, awaiting instructions. He sighed.




*





BY WEDNESDAY, Farley was back to normal, sleepwise, and Oliver was back to normal, flu-wise, so Farley didn’t get to the grandstand until dawn was breaking over Pasadena. There were two or three trainers standing about, and Farley joined in the joking. Henry, who was over seventy but under eighty-five, said, “You know, there were these two veterinary surgeons who shall remain nameless, but you know them, golfing up there at Pebble Beach, before the Japs bought the place. They were on the third hole, there, in the woods, and the guy from around here says to the guy from Kentucky, ‘See that tree down there with that knothole about four feet from the ground?’


“‘Yeah,’ says the other one.


“‘This is the kind of surgeon I am. There’s an owl in that tree, and I’m going to take these surgical instruments I got in my golf bag, and I’m going to remove that owl’s tonsils without waking him up.’


“‘Nah,’ says the other surgeon.


“But the guy goes down there, leans into the knothole, and comes back ten minutes later. He’s got these two tiny little pink things in his hand, and sure enough, they look like tonsils.


“So they each take another shot, and the surgeon from Kentucky says, ‘Gimme those instruments. I’m such a good surgeon that I’m gonna go down there and remove that owl’s balls without him waking up.’ So he heads down to the tree, leans in, comes back ten minutes later. He’s got two tiny red things in his hand, and he says, ‘Sleeping like a baby.’ So the California guy says, ‘You win,’ and they finish their round.


“Well, around dusk the owl wakes up, and he goes out flying around for a while, and he comes over to a friend’s tree, and lands, and they’re sitting there talking, and he says, ‘You know, there’s something funny going on over there on the third hole. Stay away from there is my advice. I woke up tonight, and I can’t hoot worth a fuck or fuck worth a hoot.’”


Everyone laughed and, after a while, headed back to the barns, except Farley and Henry. Henry looked up at Farley. He said, “So—Buddy Crawford says you broke that horse of his down.”


“I did hear that colt of his broke down Saturday, but all I did was—”


“Shouldn’ta done even that.”


“Even what?”


“Even make a suggestion, or a comment, or whatever.”


“The horse was moving just like a filly I had. I knew for sure—”


“Shoulda kept your mouth shut. Buddy says you jinxed it for him.”


“Henry, that’s ridi—”


“You may think so, Farley, and I may think so. I may. I’m not saying I do. But this is a racetrack, Farley. Jinxes, curses, luck, superstitions, evil eyes—this is where they live.”


“Breakdowns have causes, like stress fractures and toegrabs and bad conditioning.”


“They do. But you tangled yourself in this one.”


“I was right, is all.”


“That’s an even worse mistake, to be right about another man’s horse.” Henry shook his head, then he said, “I know something’s up with you, boy. You haven’t had such a good year this year. Those come and go.”


“I know that. That’s not—”


“Listen to me, I’ll tell you something. I’ve worked all over California, here and up north and at the fairs. You know I saw Phar Lap? Down at Agua Caliente. Right there is what I’m getting at. The things I’ve seen men do to horses made me believe in sin, original and every other kind. And when I die, and that isn’t so far away now, I expect to be punished for the sins I looked upon but didn’t stop. But what I’m telling you is, that’s the wages of a life at the track. You don’t say everything you know.”


Farley knew that this was true. Henry shook his head, then turned and walked away.


3 / IF WISHES WERE HORSES


THE REASON Tiffany Morse left her purse on the bench in front of the clothes dryer in the Spankee Yankee Laundromat in Lowell, Massachusetts, was that she had to run out the door into the dank November cold to catch her niece Iona, and in the panic of that, she forgot where her purse was. Then she had to make Iona look at her and understand that she was not to ever ever ever go outside without Tiffany ever again, but of course, Iona was too young to understand that—she was only three. Fast, though. Anyway, when she came back to dryer number four (“John Adams”—all the dryers were named after famous Massachusetts politicians, right down to “Michael Dukakis,” number sixteen), her purse was open and her money was gone. The Laundromat was empty, too. The worst thing was that she hadn’t fed any quarters into the dryer yet, and her wet clothes were sitting inside in a lump with the door open. It actually would have been easier if the thief had stolen the clothes as well as the money, since now she had to cart all those wet things back to her apartment and try to corral Iona, too, but he hadn’t. Tiffany could not say that she was having a good day. She certainly could not say that.


But Tiffany didn’t really require good days anymore. She was always willing to settle for a good morning, or even a good hour. And she and Iona had had a good hour just that evening, before coming out to the Laundromat. What happened was, Tiffany picked Iona up at her mother’s on her way home from work because she had agreed to take Iona for the night while her mother went to choir practice and then out with some of the other choir members, and her mother had been making pork stew, and when she got there, tired and hungry, her mother had been in a good mood, and had sat her down at the table and given her a big plateful. Iona had been a good girl, so there had been no ill-tempered references to Iona’s father, Tiffany’s brother, Roland, who was up to no good in Ohio somewhere, or maybe Texas. The stew had lots of potatoes and carrots in it, and nice chunks of pork. In the larger war that was Tiffany’s relationship with her mother, they had made a truce. The next thing that happened was that, when Tiffany got home, she saw that the Christmas cactus in her window was starting to bloom. Between them, the stew and the flowers made her feel good enough to endure the Spankee Yankee, but now, in retrospect, she saw that they had been bad, or at least false omens, because if she hadn’t had that good hour she would have stayed home watching TV, and would not have lost her money and had to hang all her wet clothes around the apartment. By the time she did that, and got Iona to bed on the couch (never an easy task), she was exhausted and even more blue than she’d been when she first discovered the money missing.


It was more than the money, it was what the theft meant—that you couldn’t afford to be happy, because being happy made you do things that then ended in greater unhappiness than you had been feeling before you got happy. Everyone knew that that’s the way it was with love and sex and men—the happier you were when you fell in love, the more crushed you would be when it didn’t work out—but what was even more depressing was that that was the way it was with simple things like pork stew and flowers. The whole depressing idea made your life pretty impossible, especially since all the time you were telling your mom that (1) things were fine and (2) everything was going to be all right. Tiffany had always told herself and her mother that she wasn’t going to end up where her mother had—always saying things like “Don’t count on that,” and “There’s many a slip ’tween the cup and the lip” (an assertion that everyday experience showed to be patently untrue) and “If wishes were horses,” a phrase of her mother’s that made no sense at all.


Another thing her mom always said was “Good-looking ain’t necessarily good-acting.” She usually said this in reference to guys Tiffany had turned up here and there, and in reference to Iona’s father and Tiffany’s brother, Roland. But often Tiffany expected that she was saying it in reference to her, because everyone said, and Tiffany herself knew, that she was a knockout, a fox, a babe, you name it. She was so used to being a drop-dead gorgeous black woman no matter what she wore or how she did her makeup that she didn’t even care anymore. Where had it gotten her, now that she was twenty-one with very little to show for it? Iona was drop-dead gorgeous, too, the way tiny things are especially gorgeous because you can’t believe they are so small and perfect, but Tiffany never complimented her. Drop-dead gorgeous was just a thing, like sleet or snow or flowers, that happened. And you had to be drop-dead gorgeous to know what a trivial thing it was. Tiffany often wondered what she would exchange her looks for, if she could. Something more interesting to do than working as a checker at Wal-Mart would be one thing, but the fact was, she couldn’t think of what that interesting thing to do would be. That was her problem, she thought. She knew perfectly well what others wanted her to do and what she didn’t want to do, but when she tried to pull up from her depths something she herself wanted to do, the bucket came up empty. Once in a while she did some research. There were programs on TV that showed you what other people did. They worked in offices or police stations or bars. Lots of them worked in show business. But none of them really did anything except sit around and make jokes, which was what Tiffany herself did all day at Wal-Mart, and so all of them looked as idle as she felt herself to be. Or she bought a magazine, but all the women’s magazines made it seem as though everyone was either working full-time on her appearance, which Tiffany could afford to disdain, or else making different recipes all day, which seemed nearly as boring. There was a channel on the TV called the Discovery Channel, which Tiffany sometimes monitored, but those shows didn’t focus on what the people did, only on the results of what they did. She didn’t ever see how they had made the move from, say, Lowell, Massachusetts, to the plains of the Serengeti. If those people were calling out to her, then they were calling across an abyss of space that she didn’t see how anyone could cross. Especially now that she had no money at all, not even bus fare to get to work tomorrow. She turned off the TV and went into the living room to check on Iona. Here Iona was, already three, already having her own ideas about stuff she wanted to do that weren’t the same as your ideas about stuff Iona was supposed to do. That sort of thing made you think about how fast time went. But, then, here she was, here her mother was, doing the same things year after year, having the same arguments, not getting anywhere. That sort of thing made you think just the opposite, that time went all too slowly. She covered Iona and picked up the girl’s shoes, which she set on the corner of the table so she could find them easily in the morning.


After she had gotten into bed and turned out the light, she thought that all she had was the same prayer she had uttered before. She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling. She whispered, “Please make something happen here.” Tiffany sighed. This was a prayer that always worked. Unfortunately, it didn’t always work as she hoped. For example, she had prayed for a job, and gotten hired at Wal-Mart. She had prayed for a boyfriend, and attracted the deathless interest of Lindsay Wicks, her dampest, palest co-worker. She had prayed for a couch, and her mother had decided to buy a new one, passing the seventeen-year-old brown thing on to Tiffany, who was required to appear grateful. She continued, “This time, I mean it.” 


4 / A USEFUL ANIMAL


NOT LONG BEFORE Thanksgiving, Joy Gorham, mare manager at Tompkins Ranch, The Breeding Operation, Fine Thoroughbreds, A Subsidiary of Tompkins Worldwide Racing—Only the Best, found a note in her box from Mr. Tompkins’ secretary. It read, “Take care of this, honey,” and was attached to a letter. The letter was neatly typed on a computer, but in a cursive, girlish font, on stationery scattered with pictures of horses. It read,




Dear Mr. Tompkins,


My Mom uses your almond throat cream. She likes it very much. Thank you. There is a horse here in a field by my school. I give him some carrots every day, and I bought a rubber curry and a body brush and a soft brush and a hoofpick out of my own allowance. I also groom him every day. He is a very nice horse. I call him Toto. But my Dad showed me how to write to the Thoroughbred Protective Association, and find out about a horse because I made out his tattoo on his upper lip. I found out that his real name is *Terza Rima, and that he came over to this country in 1985 to run races for you. He was bred in Germany and raced in France. He is a stakes winner. You owned him for five years and raced him at Hollywood Park, Del Mar, Gulfstream, and Saratoga. He won seven races out of fifty-two starts, and was on the board twenty-two times, then you sold him and now he is here.


The thing is, my Dad is an army officer, and now we are leaving this base to go to Washington, D.C. I can’t take care of Toto any longer, and I think he will die, because he is very skinny—you can see his hip bones and his ribs and his neck is very thin. Also, all the other horses bite him, and because he is gray with black skin, the bites show. He has a very short tail. I think the other horses in the field are very mean to him. His owner has too many horses. He is a bad man, and last summer he forgot to fill the tanks for three days when it was hot. My Mom and I filled the tanks ourselves, with a hose from the school. He thinks the horses are eating the grass, but there isn’t any grass. All the horses are very unhappy.


I think that since *Terza Rima won $300,000 dollars for you, you should take him to your farm and keep him there. My Dad says that that is what a decent person would do, but he doesn’t think very many horse people are decent. You are in California. We are in Texas. That isn’t very far. I will be leaving here on December 1st. I look forward to hearing from you.


Yours very truly,


Audrey Schmidt, aged eleven


512-969-5225





Joy turned the letter over, and saw on the back a drawing in crayon of a white horse and a little girl, blue sky, yellow sun, green grass. Then she went over to the file cabinet and looked up *Terza Rima. Gray gelding, by Luciano, out of Templeogue, by Prodomo, turf horse, imported at five by Tompkins Racing. Everything Audrey said was true. Tompkins Racing had raced him steadily through his nine-year-old season, then sold him off at a dispersal sale for seven thousand dollars. All in all, Terza Rima had been a profitable investment for a horse who couldn’t reproduce, though, of course, on every sector of the Tompkins Ranch, reproduction was the short-term, long-term, and interim goal.


A week later, two men in Tompkins white coats, driving a Tompkins Horse Transport Van (“Air Ride Perfection, 48 States, Weekly Runs from Kentucky to California”), handed Bucky Lord a check for a thousand dollars, one dollar a pound, and loaded the sorriest-looking animal they agreed they had ever seen onto the van with three yearlings from Kentucky. On the way out of town, the driver called the SPCA and the state police, and reported Bucky Lord for cruelty to animals. Every time they stopped the van and checked the horses, the emaciated gray had eaten all his hay. That night, when they stopped and gave him, along with the yearlings, a large bran mash, he inhaled it as they watched and nickered for more. Toward morning they pulled into the ranch, put the yearlings into paddocks, and put the old gray into an isolation stall, until the vet could look at him. It was a big stall, maybe sixteen by sixteen, bedded two feet deep in straw, with windows in every direction. When the driver led the old gelding into the stall, the horse’s eyes actually widened in surprise, he thought. The driver shook his head, and paused to scratch the old boy on that spot in front of the withers where horses can’t scratch themselves. The horse’s head swung around in wonder and he looked right at him.


Joy didn’t think the horse should have to be her responsibility. It wasn’t like she didn’t already have enough to do. The weanlings had to be handled daily, and mares who were put under lights to bring them into season early had to be blanketed and taken in and out. Soon the breeding season would begin again. Every day, she got to the farm at seven and stayed until at least seven. It wasn’t until almost dusk that Joy got a look at the old gray gelding.


Well, it was quite a change from his win pictures that were still in the file. Accustomed as she was to well-cared-for animals, Joy found the gelding’s condition startling, almost an optical illusion. He had the head, the neck, the tail, the legs, the body of a horse—but it was all stark and skeletal, especially the neck, which looked like it hadn’t been very cresty to begin with. Joy entered the stall and walked around the animal, gazing at him from the side, the front, the other side, the back. He regarded her calmly, his dark eyes almost triangular in his white face, smudged around the edges where the black of his skin showed through the white of his coat.


His feet were a mess, cracked and uneven from bad shoeing or no shoeing, whichever would be worse. His skeletal structure stood out like a picture from a manual. His spine ran from his withers to his tail, bony and prominent. The saddest part was his haunches. The atrophied muscles fell away from the spine in hollows; the croup, that rounded, shining world of power in a fit horse, was an unsoftened rocky prominence in this guy. And floating on the white like islands were black jagged shapes where other horses had taken nips and tucks. The black was the animal’s skin underneath the white hair, but it seemed to lift off the surface and made Joy close her eyes and shake her head. The gelding was a good seventeen hands, and weighed maybe nine hundred pounds, when his natural weight would have been something like twelve to thirteen hundred pounds.


She looked down. All that was left of the horse was his legs. They were long, etched, muscular, and clean. He was a textbook example of how the column of the leg must stack exactly true, how the big, flat knee must face front, how the fetlock joint must rest in the hammock of the suspensory ligament but never stretch it too far, how the tendons must be straight and tight and (she felt them) cool. He was equally right in his back end. His hocks were plumb below the point of the gluteus, his pasterns straightened by the slightly deep angle of the hock joint. From behind, the points ran down in a line, glute, hock, fetlock, with the tail centered between them, ticking back and forth. His legs were a picture of how a horse’s body should meet the ground, a stable system of springs and pendula. No doubt he was sound, in spite of seventeen years, fifty-two starts, and God knew what else. Joy got a little interested in him. He stepped across the stall toward her, and after a moment, bumped her with his head. She saw that he was a little interested in her, too.


“Terza Rima,” she said. “Toto. Well, you seem a little too beat up for the one and a little too grown up for the other. I think I will just call you Mr. T.”


He nuzzled her hands with his whiskery nose.


The problem with Thanksgiving, now thankfully past and so why should she still be thinking about it, Joy thought that evening as she was eating her supper at the Tompkins Ranchhouse Restaurant, Succulent Perfection in Beef, was not that she hadn’t been invited anywhere and had thus been forced to eat alone in her efficiency guesthouse, it was that, although she had been invited two places, she had chosen to eat alone at her efficiency guesthouse, and now she would have to tell her mother that, and her mother would start looking at this as a symptom. You could take your pick of symptoms—no friends was one, not enjoying the acquaintances she had was another. With symptoms you could not win. If your mother was determined to see your life choices as a set of symptoms—depression, isolation, horse-obsession, overwork, no love life—then it was very hard to convince her that what these really amounted to was a sense of calm and peace, lively interest in a fascinating animal species, plenty to keep you busy, and a choice not to repeat old mistakes. But it was true that she had not enjoyed her solitary Thanksgiving very much, and, she thought, perhaps a friend would be an interesting change, if the friend were a sort of quiet, peaceful, non-intrusive woman of about her own age, someone not unlike herself. There, she would say to her mother, I have perfectly adequate self-esteem—my ideal friend would be just like me.


She looked around the restaurant. None of the dozen women were sitting alone—all were sitting with men, most were sitting with children. That was her problem in a nutshell. She finished her meal and went home. Her home, she thought, was just about the size of a nutshell, and she had given up years before the idea of finding something larger or more convenient. It had nothing to do with pay or scarcity of places to live. It had to do with being content to nestle like a nut inside her nutshell. And she was content—time was when she, too, would have been sitting with a man, her old boyfriend Dean, and she would have been listening to him go on and on about some 100-percent unnatural animal-breeding project he was trying to get funding for, and she would have been smiling and nodding, and, taken all in all, a nutshell was preferable.


Mr. T., of course, had to be isolated for at least a week, because there was no telling what he might have picked up at Bucky Lord’s equine establishment, but after that, Joy didn’t know quite what to do with him. On the broodmare side of the farm, the pastures were filled with broodmares and weanlings. Broodmares tended to be very firm in the standard of behavior they required of a male horse, and Mr. T. hardly needed any more of that. On the stallion side of the farm, the stallion paddocks happened to be full—the year before, Mr. T. might have gone over there, but Mr. Tompkins had brought a four-year-old and a five-year-old back from the track to give them a try this year. The training center was clear across the ranch, and Joy didn’t want to put the old horse in a pasture with young ones. In fact, the vet said he shouldn’t be put in with anyone at all, but given a rest from equine society, then maybe introduced later to a single friend, another older gelding, if possible. So he stayed in the isolation barn, which had no paddocks, and every day Joy led him out for a half-hour to eat grass. Right away he started noticing her and nickering for her. It was flattering. She started bringing him carrots, even though she didn’t believe in hand-feeding treats. But the animal was the opposite of pushy. He took the carrot out of her hand only when she offered it, and then gently. He didn’t bump her or look in her pockets, or even play his lip over her hand. If she didn’t offer, he didn’t ask.


There was another letter from Audrey. It read,




Dear Miss Joy Gorham—


Please write to the following address and tell me about Toto. We went to California to see my grandparents and I made my Dad take me three times to Hollywood Park, and I bet all the grays. We had one winning day and two losing days. I did hit the exacta on two long shots, 15–1 (Bimini Baby) and 18–1 (Gimme Ago), on five dollar bets, and I came home with $170. This is equal to a six lesson package at my stable. My Mom said that we could not go to the racetrack again until the spring, and that she will pay for the riding lessons if I would stop betting, but my Dad said that betting is really money management, and that is something that everyone should learn. I don’t care about betting. I just care about the horses.


I miss Toto. I know he was a good racehorse. Please give him a kiss for me, and say my name to him, so that he knows who the kiss is from. Now it turns out we are going to France after Christmas.


Yours Very Truly,                


Audrey Schmidt,                 


14578 Eglantine Street        


Pokerville, Maryland          





Joy could not help imagining Audrey as herself, twenty-five or thirty years ago—a wiry, blonde little tomboy, standing on her pony’s haunches while he grazed and trying to reach an apple hanging from a branch. When the pony walked away too quickly (as he always did), Joy would slide to the ground and jump up, hurt, unhurt, who cared? Whatever the pony did was fine by her, because he was her very own pony, and if you were a certain kind of little girl, a pony of your very own was the world’s finest treasure, and no matter how many times over the years your mother said, “It was that awful pony that started all this. I mean, he wasn’t even pretty or nice! I told your father—,” he still remained in your mind as the ultimate good thing.


She photocopied Mr. T.’s best win photo—the Warren Beatty Handicap at Arlington Park in Chicago, by four lengths—and sent it off to Audrey with an Almond Perfection Skin Nurturing and Refinement Moisturizing Sample Pack (Every Tompkins Skin Blessing Product in Convenient Trial Sizes) and a Tompkins Perfection Prime Steak Sampler (Shipped Frozen for Your Delectation and Enjoyment).



















DECEMBER





5 / ROSALIND


ONCE, WHEN Rosalind Maybrick was still Rosie Wilson from Appleton, Wisconsin, on a school trip to New York City, she had seen a sight that changed her life. What happened was, the teacher who was leading the trip gave Rosie and her friend Mary permission to stay behind at the hotel because their hair was still in rollers and the teacher, even though he was a man, had sense enough to know that sixteen-year-old girls were literally not capable of leaving their room with bad hair. So he had told them what bus to take to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where they could meet the rest of the class in the Etruscan collection. Rosie and Mary had taken only a 10-percent advantage of this privilege—they were three minutes late leaving their room and took the second bus that went past rather than the first, just so they could feel themselves standing at a bus stop in Manhattan, New York, surrounded by people who were short, dark, and voluble rather than tall, blond, and silent. The fatal part was the bus they got on. They of course stood, because they had been taught to do so, out of respect to everyone else in the whole world—they were from the Midwest, and deference was their habit and training. On the bus was a very well-dressed woman with a two-or three-year-old boy in a stroller. She wore a dark, slim fur coat and leather gloves. The boy had on a wool coat and a wool hat. The stroller took up a lot of space. Both woman and boy sat calmly as the bus crossed town, and then the woman pulled the cord and stood up. That was when things began to go wrong. The stroller caught something and began to fold. The boy began to cry. The driver opened the door and shouted angrily, “You gonna get off, lady? I got traffic here.”


The woman was magnificent. She adjusted her coat and her gloves before doing anything else. Then she righted the stroller. Then she picked up the boy. She adjusted her purse on her shoulder. Then she picked up the stroller. Then, very deliberately, holding up traffic all over Manhattan, she lowered herself and her things down the steps, pausing before stepping down onto the curb. As the bus pulled away, Rosie looked back and saw the woman serenely strap the boy, who was no longer crying, into the stroller, then hand him a banana from her purse, then begin her promenade down the sidewalk. It was a riveting sight. She said to Mary, “Did you see that?”


“What?” replied Mary.


“That woman.”


“God, she was rude,” said Mary.


And from that Rosalind knew that Mary would live the rest of her life in the Midwest, which she did.


Rosalind saw that, if you had enough self-possession, you could reconnoiter, plan ahead, take your time. It went beyond being careful. Being careful was something you did if you were in a rush. If you were self-possessed, you never had to be in a rush.


And so Rosalind had cultivated her self-possession at Smith College, at Mademoiselle magazine, working as an intern, at Condé Nast Traveler, working as an editor, and in Westchester County, as the wife of Alexander P. Maybrick and the stepmother of his three children, who didn’t especially like her but admired her capacity for resisting their father. This was the self-possession Rosalind put into play every time she chose to take Eileen on a commercial airplane with her, whether Eileen was allowed to be there or not. Right now, for example, Rosalind knew that the gate personnel working behind the desk sensed that Eileen was in her carry-on. Her carry-on was trembling, so she pressed it against the desk with her knee and said, “May I just go on the plane, then?”


“We aren’t quite ready to board, ma’am.”


Eileen made a little noise in her throat, a gurgling noise. Rosalind cleared her own throat to cover it, and then carried Eileen over to a seat beside the door, where she sat down and arranged the hem of her fur coat over the top of the carry-on. She never zipped Eileen in entirely—not enough air for her—and so she had to be careful of that little head snaking inquisitively out of the opening, and those eager button eyes catching sight of something.


Al had gone on ahead the night before in the company jet, but Rosalind didn’t care for Fort Lauderdale, and planned only to take in the race and return that evening. It was the seventh race, and so she would, of course, have plenty of time. She always had plenty of time.


Inside the bag, Eileen flopped over, but just then the door opened, and Rosalind stood up smoothly and went down the jetway, soon taking her seat, 2A, beside the window. She slid Eileen in her case under the seat in front of her and placed one of the airline’s own blankets over the opening, only allowing Eileen to look out at her for a moment or two. Then she slipped Eileen a cookie and told her to be quiet and good, that she, Rosalind, was going to take a nap. The best thing about Eileen, Rosalind thought, was that she had a perfect command of the English language, and she listened to what you were saying (though, of course, she didn’t always obey). Between New York and Fort Lauderdale, the two of them had a lovely nap, and woke up refreshed. Only at the very last minute, as they were leaving the plane, did Rosalind reveal to the flight attendants that Eileen had been with them all along.


But Rosalind woke up in a funny mood. It took her twenty minutes in the limo to define the shift, so unfamiliar to her was any sort of shift. But at last she put her finger on it. She wanted something, but she didn’t know what it was. Wanting something, for an accomplished shopper like Rosalind, was certainly not a novel feeling. Marriage to Al meant that there were houses to be filled, parties to be prepared, a wardrobe to be cultivated. The division of labor in their marriage was specific—he earned all day every day and she spent all day every day, and they both knew that she worked as hard as he did and that spending was no more or less a privilege for her than earning was for him. The sexiest thing he had ever said to her was “Rosalind, I have no taste whatsoever.” Desire was, for Rosalind, both a talent and a skill, and she knew her way all around it. Therefore, she expected the object of her desire to filter up from her unknown depths and reveal itself. Something Florida-ish, she thought, maybe as minor as a new swimming suit? Or a catamaran? A cruise? Some cracked crab? It felt like that at first, just a small thing—less than a desire, more like an appetite. She gave Eileen, who was sitting beside her on the seat of the limo, several more cookies.


The limo driver took her to the owners’ entrance at Calder, where, as planned, Al was waiting for her. Al opened her door and handed her out. Eileen jumped out on her own, and leapt at Al’s knees. Of course she didn’t bark, but barks were rampant within her. That was why she was jumping and spinning. That was why she jumped onto the hood of the limo. Al picked her up. He said, “Hi, Eileen. Hi, honey. Good trip?”


Eileen licked him on the chin, and Rosalind gave him a peck on the other side.


“Fine,” she said. And they walked through the owners’ entrance to the track.


Rosalind never wondered whether she really loved Al, as some of her friends wondered whether they really loved their husbands (of course, some of her friends had given up wondering long ago, and knew that they didn’t love their husbands). Al was not an appealing man. He had no manners and no charm, and life as a successful manufacturer and importer of heavy metal castings from distant, impoverished nation-like locations had allowed Al to let go of many of the sorts of personal habits that make a man’s humanity endurable to his intimate companions. Most of Al’s bodily functions were noisy, for example, and so were most of his mental functions. His children reported that during their youth he had been a remote workaholic drinker who stayed out of the way and didn’t say much. As a result of therapy and AA, he now said everything that came into his mind, and was almost always soliciting someone’s attention. Rosalind knew that others wondered how she could stand the man, but Rosalind could stand him fine, because he was utterly himself. There was no mystery to Al. If he was screaming at you that he wanted sex, God damn it, then that was what he really wanted, and he was screaming because he felt like screaming. He could also take no for an answer. Rosalind had discovered this early on. The first two or three times that he had screamed that he wanted some love and attention from her, she had been intimidated and given in, but the fourth time, maybe a year into their marriage, he had started in, and she had just said, calmly, “No, Al. I don’t feel like it.” And he had looked at her, startled, and said, “Oh, okay.” A good firm “no,” spoken with integrity and self-possession, calmed Al down and reassured him. And a deliberate “yes,” as in “Yes, I would like to have sex with you, Al,” made him happy and playful. You just had to be clear and let go of the rest. Appearances weren’t everything. It would surprise her friends that she would say so, because she had a lot invested in making a good appearance herself, but she didn’t have a thing invested in Al’s making a good appearance. In fact, contrast between them made them an interesting couple.


They found their box. Rosalind set her bag down, and looked out over the track. Some horses were running. She said, “What race is this?”


“Fifth.”


“Do you have any bets?”


“Nah. I put fifty on that number-eight horse, but I can’t say I had any conviction about it. She’s a half-sister to that filly we had last year, the Jade Hunter filly.”


The bunch of horses came around the turn and the thing that usually happened happened—those in the lead dropped back, and a horse that hadn’t looked like much came up and won. Rosalind didn’t especially like racing, because all the races looked the same to her. They weren’t decided by the horses or the jockeys or the trainers, they were decided by the finish line. She wondered if she wanted to place a bet and picked up the Racing Form. Then she put it down. As always, the Racing Form’s attempt to individualize every horse, with statistics on the one hand and remarks on the other, dried up the whole enterprise for her even more. What she really wanted to do was to pay attention to this little appetite she was having, and to follow it out. It gave her a funny feeling of being on the verge of something. She took Eileen in her lap, flipped her over, and began rubbing her belly. Eileen’s little short legs flopped, and she let her head fall back. She was nothing if not solid—one hard muscle from nose to tail.


After the sixth race, which, as far as Rosalind could see, was an exact replay of the fifth race, they got up and went out to the saddling enclosure. The trainer, Dick Winterson, was already there with a couple of grooms and the filly. Al went in with them, but Rosalind, because she was carrying Eileen, decided to stay behind the rail with the bettors. Rosalind saw that Dick greeted Al almost flinchingly and then tried to make up for it by putting his hand on Al’s shoulder and waxing enthusiastic about the filly’s chances in the race. The filly did look good. She was grinding her teeth against the bit, so that the groom had to stand in front of her and hold both reins. While he held her, the groom talked to her in a nice voice—down the row, another groom, with the trainer standing right there, was giving his filly a jerk in the mouth and she was throwing her head in the air. Rosalind didn’t approve of that at all. Now Laurita arched her neck and moved in to the groom, but he stood firmly, only reaching up to scratch her on the forehead. Dick placed her numbercloth on her back, 4, and the assistant trainer placed the saddle on top of it. The filly stood quietly while they tightened the girth and then pulled out her legs, first the left, then the right. After she was adjusted, the groom walked her out in the circle with the other fillies, and then the paddock judge—wasn’t that what they called him?—said, “Gentlemen, lead out your horses!”


Now the jockeys came out of their room like a flock of tropical birds, and the horses moved out in order to the walking ring. Al and Dick were walking along together behind the horse, and Rosalind felt herself momentarily look at them as if she were a stranger, one of the bettors. They looked confident and enviable—relaxed and chatting while a sparkling, beautiful large creature radiated life right in front of them. They looked as though you could ask of them, how could they have so much of all the good things in the world that they could ignore this one? Their very relaxation in the presence of what excited everyone else set them apart and made them attractive. The jockeys were like the horses and the men both. They chatted, like the men, didn’t look at the horses, like the men, but their bodies were alive and full of contained grace and spring, like the horses’ bodies. They acted deferential to the trainers and the owners, but it was just the noblesse oblige that life accorded to money, that was all. The horses paused in their circle, and the trainers threw the jockeys into their saddles.


Back up in the box, Dick sat with them as the horses came out onto the track and began their slow trek around to the starting gate. The race was a mile and a sixteenth. The starting gate was down the track to their left, being set in place. Rosalind looked at it for a moment, then turned her head and looked at Dick Winterson, who had been training their horses for some three years now. She was perfectly familiar with Dick. She saw him every month or so. They had spoken cordially time and time again, and she had hardly noticed him. Now he gazed intently at the line of horses moving out with the ponies, and he transformed before her very eyes. He wasn’t paying a bit of attention to her, was thinking some sort of enigmatic horse-trainer’s thoughts, God knew what those could be, but they would be something expert and focused and habitual—that thought gave her a little shiver. His eyes were brown, she noticed, and he didn’t wear glasses, and he had a nice, rather beaky nose. Something she had truly never noticed before was that he had lovely lips, neatly cut but full and soft-looking. At this Rosalind looked away, but then she looked back. When she looked back, and this was the turning point, she knew that he was, underneath everything, sad about something, and she felt her little appetite of the morning suddenly burst through her body so that she had to sit back and pick Eileen up again and pet her. And she sneezed. She sneezed three times. Dick Winterson said, “Do you have a cold?”


“No, not that I know of.”


In Rosalind’s view, those were the first words they ever spoke to one another. This was the moment when, afterwards, it seemed to Rosalind that she had cast her spell. There seemed nothing voluntary about it. It was more as if her wish that she hardly knew yet was a wish went out of her and re-created the world. The first thing that happened was that the horses arrived at the starting gate and loaded in, one by one, with Laurita routinely doing her job, as all Dick’s horses did, because they were well trained and well prepared. Then there was that pause, so short, of equine uniformity, as all eight animals stood in a row. Then the bell clanged and the gate opened. Right then, Rosalind felt, she created the race of a lifetime. Six of the horses got away well, and Laurita might have also, but the number-three horse stumbled as the gate opened, and half fell into her path. The filly did an amazing thing—she launched herself and her jockey over the head and neck of the stumbling horse in a graceful bascule, and took off after the others. Everyone in the stands gasped, for the action was taking place right in front of them. Dick gasped himself, then chuckled in relief, and said to Al, “Those Northern Babys can jump, all right! Little did you know when you sent that mare to him! Ha!” But then he fell silent, they all fell silent, as the filly ran down the field as if they were standing still. She overtook them one by one, her stride seeming to lengthen by the second. And she hadn’t ever been a heroic filly. It was as if the jump over the other horse told her who she was, and now she was glorying in it. Halfway down the backstretch, she was in the lead by a neck. The other filly, a rangy gray, was the favorite, and had already won over half a million dollars to Laurita’s $104,000. And the other filly was a fighter. She matched Laurita stride for stride. Even though she had created this race, Rosalind didn’t herself understand it. It looked to her as though the gray, bigger, longer-legged, more experienced, more mature, more expensive, and better bred, would surely press her natural claims and take the race. They were head and head around the second turn and into the homestretch. Laurita was on the outside, and the other filly had the rail. They looked pasted together. The rest of the field was nowhere, and the grandstand was roaring, every bettor, no matter whom he or she had bet upon, screaming in joy. Now the jockeys went to their whips. But it was no contest. Laurita found another gear so easily it seemed she hadn’t even looked for it. She simply drew away from the bigger filly, opened up daylight, and crossed the finish line by herself. The jockey had stopped with his whip, had lost his whip. Now he stood up in his stirrups, transfigured, his mouth open, his whip hand in the air. Later, when they published the photo of him in the Thoroughbred Times, you almost couldn’t look at it, since the wonderment of eleven thousand onlookers was concentrated in his visage. Dick said, “I never saw anything like that in my whole life.”


Then they all got up and came together in the winner’s circle, horse and jockey, trainer, groom, owner, owner’s wife. A few weeks later, they got the win picture. Rosalind taped it up in her bathroom. She looked at it often, pondering the blank look on everyone’s face. Every human face, that is. The filly looked bright and interested, as if she had just awakened from a long, sleepy dream.


Their group left the stands right after that. Even the jockey, who had a mount in the eighth race, left, not because he didn’t want to ride the horse, but because he forgot what he was doing for about four hours.


They followed the filly under the stands, through the walking ring, back to the test barn. The whole way was paved by a sea of smiling faces and shouts of “Great job! Wow! What a filly!” Al said nothing, rendered speechless for the first time in Rosalind’s experience. Dick said nothing, either. And, of course, Rosalind said nothing. She was a quiet sort of person. But her powers were in full flood. Every time she looked at Dick, he looked at her and she didn’t turn her eyes away and neither did he. She fancied that he knew she had made this race for him, to relieve his sadness, and now his sadness was relieved. Al never saw them look at each other, either. That was another thing she did. The last thing in the world she wanted to do was hurt Al.


When the filly had been put in her stall, taken care of in every way possible, and then left alone to contemplate her greatness, Al said to Dick, “Dinner? Champagne? I’ll treat everyone. You round ’em up and I’ll get the limo. Rosalind, you pick the restaurant, and call for a private room.” Al was really happy—that registered. In the limo, back at the hotel, he caroled about plans, the way he always did when he was happy. “Rozzy! That filly’s got Breeders’ Cup written all over her. You know how I feel about the Breeders’ Cup. I am a breeder! All the breeders, that’s their test, the Breeders’ Cup. Seven races, what is that, seventy horses, the best Thorough-breds, of all kinds, colts, fillies, sprinters, turf horses. There’s nothing like it. I always said there’s nothing like it anywhere in the world, didn’t I? You know I did! This filly—” But she smiled and nodded and listened and said, “Maybe so, Al, maybe.” Maybe. That was an interesting word. Maybeness was something rather unusual for her.


It wasn’t hard getting a private room for twenty at the best restaurant in Boca Raton, then transporting the whole crew—grooms, hot walkers, assistants, the woman who did the books, Eileen, everyone—over there, no matter what languages they spoke or what they were wearing. Smiles and welcome followed them everywhere. They drank Perrier-Jouët and ate pesto risotto with scallops, then ate osso bucco and veal piccata, and then the limos took everyone away drunk, and Al’s cellular rang, and it was his partner, saying that Al had to get the late plane back to the City, because there was some fuckup in Croatia, where they had a factory, and so Al himself left, and there they were, Rosalind and Dick, sitting alone, except for Eileen, across from each other at a table littered with the remains of a very very good party. Eileen sat in the chair next to Rosalind, directly across from Dick. Her ears were forward and she was looking at him expectantly, and it seemed to Rosalind that he and she, the humans, could at last do what both of them had been longing to do for hours, which was to stare straight into each other’s faces without stopping or turning away or speaking or wondering who might see them. Already, Dick’s face was as familiar to Rosalind as her own. And his familiar face had a strange look on it, a scowl-like look that was not a scowl but a look of intense feeling—his inner life emerging unprotected into the rosy candlelight of the room. She was far more careful of her own look. She tried to make it almost blank, almost a mask, so that he would have to come out farther, reveal himself more, just to get a rise out of her. You would think she did this all the time, but she didn’t. In her eighteen years with Al, she had considered it beneath her dignity even to flirt with another man. And she didn’t intend to flirt with Dick, either. If he came toward her, it would have to be on his own, without encouragement. The appetite that had detonated inside her that afternoon was not for fun or amusement. It was for something mysterious and testing. No man, she thought, should be lured to that through the false advertising of a smile or a toss of the head. She thought of Nefertiti, making herself look like that, and she waited. Eileen was thinking of something, too. She put her forefeet on the table and drank delicately from a goblet of mineral water.


“Ah,” Dick said. “Rosalind. Thank you for the party. Everyone really had a terrific time.”


“Did they? Good.” Eileen sat back down.


“I mean it. This is not a world that most of them—”


“It was Al’s idea. Al is a generous man, in his way. Sometimes that isn’t an obvious way, I admit.” Now she permitted herself a smile.


The next thing he said would show, she thought, that he had made a choice, and she didn’t dare influence that choice in one way or another. She guessed he would say something like “Well, then,” or “Late, for me,” or “Where can I drop you?” Perhaps all of those remarks passed through his mind, unselected. At any rate, he said, “You have beautiful hair.”


She nodded.


“And beautiful eyes.”


She nodded.


“And beautiful lips.”


“All original equipment,” she said, “even the hair. No one in my family goes gray.”


“Yours is …” He shook his head. “I don’t know, sunny. Sandy. Palomino! Ha!” He smiled in a friendly way, but he had let the cry out, no mistake about it. Rosalind took a deep breath, and then Dick said, “Where are you staying?” Eileen began to pant.


“I think Al was at the Meridian. We’ve bought a condo recently, but I haven’t finished furnishing it yet.”


Then he said, “Let’s go there.”


Then she said, “Let’s.”




*





WHAT SHE COULD TELL when he was taking down her hair, and then unbuttoning her jacket and her blouse, was how many years he had spent with horses. His gestures were smooth and consistent, and once he had his hands on her body, he kept them there. But they weren’t eager and hungry; they were quiet and reassuring, warm, dry, and knowledgeable, as if he could find out things about her by touching her, the way he would have to do with horses, the way, perhaps, he would do with Laurita tomorrow, running his hands down her legs looking for heat. His touch, in fact, belied the look on his face, which was disturbed and eager. His touch was almost idle. When he had his hand on her neck, she felt him probe a little knot there, press it and release it, the way her masseuse did, then move down to her shoulder, and do the same there. It was as if no degree of desire could interfere with his habit of taking care. They had been naked for ten minutes when she spoke for the first time. She said, “I bet the horses like you.” Eileen, who had been lying curled on the bed, jumped down and went under the bedskirt.


“They seem to, actually.”


“You have a nice touch.”


“I get along well with dogs, too. Though Eileen hasn’t really made up to me.”


“And you don’t get along with …?”


“Owners, maybe.”


“Al likes you.”


He looked her right in the eye. “Oh, they like me all right. I don’t like them.”


Rosalind threw back her head and laughed.


“And I don’t get along with my wife.”


“Is that why you look sad?”


“No doubt. Do I look sad, then?”


“You do to me.”


He sighed. “I’ve been afraid it would get out.”


“You looked happy after the race. Well, not happy, but excited. Almost happy.”


“I was almost happy. Closest I’ve been in a pretty long time. She’s a bombshell, that filly.” Here was where Rosalind fell in love, because Dick had a whole different smile for this filly when he thought of her, a whole separate category of secret delight that crossed his face and pierced Rosalind for some reason she didn’t begin to understand. She had been looking for mystery, hadn’t she? Well, here it was.


Even so, they could still stop, get dressed, turn back. Their friendly conversation and her laugh showed that. In the atmosphere of the room, there was some levity, some detachment, some pure friendliness that they could build upon to get out of this. Rosalind knew it. But instead she put her fingertips on his lips and ran them gently around, a multitude of her nerve endings tickling a multitude of his. And then she leaned forward, letting her hair fall on his shoulders, and kissed him.


Maybe he wasn’t getting along with his wife, but it was obvious that he had gotten along with her fine at some point, or with someone else, because his knowledge about what to do with Rosalind was instinctive and expert. First, he took her face between his hands and very gently and attentively ran his thumbs over her eyebrows, the planes of her cheeks, down the line of her jaw, bringing them to a rest upon her lips, where, after just a moment, he put the tips of them into her mouth. She could feel him touching her tongue and the inside of her lips. Then he smoothed that moisture into her cheeks and chin, over and over, until she was groaning. Then he ran one hand lightly down her throat, reminding her what a long and vulnerable throat it was. Then the other hand. Then he looked at her and kissed her, first just soft kissing, then firmer kissing, then tongue kissing, then gently biting her lips, kissing, biting, kissing, then kissing her neck, then biting, then kissing. Except the bites weren’t bites, so careful and considerate were they, as if he were inside her skin and knew exactly what would be exciting and what would be painful. He bit her shoulders, left, then right. Meanwhile, his hands had found her breasts. Al’s hands always happened upon her breasts as if he had never felt breasts before, but Dick’s hands knew breasts perfectly well, and hers, it seemed, in particular. Pretty soon, but not too soon, his lips found them, too. She closed her eyes, because she didn’t want to look at anything but his face now. His face was the only familiar thing in the room, and if she couldn’t look at it, then what was happening in her body was too terrifying. Her body was already arching and shaking, but she wasn’t orgasming. She was just responding to the lightness of his touch like iron filings to a magnet.


Now his hands moved downward, to her waist. She had not known the waist was an especially erogenous zone, but as he squeezed her waist and ran his thumbs and hands over her belly, she felt her whole lower body turn to fire, and sparks shoot out of her toes. It was as if there were some spot there, near her navel, that was sensitive and he knew it, he knew just where it was and how to activate it. She opened her eyes now, and saw that his eyes were closed, and that, furthermore, she was participating unbeknownst to herself. She was rhythmically pinching his nipples, and he liked it. His hands fell away from her waist to her buttocks, and now he wasn’t so gentle with her. He squeezed them hard, over and over, pinched them, too, but it didn’t hurt. Always there was that quality in his touch of being unable to hurt living flesh. It was alluring, but, more than that, it was fascinating. While this was going on, she opened her eyes again, and he was looking at her. He looked happy and fond. The look made her moan, because she didn’t feel that she deserved fondness from him. Suddenly, and very very lightly, he touched her labia so that she cried out, and as she was crying out, he penetrated her, kindly but firmly, threw back his head, and closed his own eyes, seeming to pull her over himself as easily as a glove.


He penetrated her to the core, didn’t he? He knew just how to do that, the way a racehorse knew how to find the finish line: wherever he penetrated her to, that was the core, and she felt it. He eased gently back and forth a time or two, and it wasn’t so comfortable just then, but right when she was going to say something, or ask something, she got a wonderful feeling of moisture flooding her, and his penis turning to silk inside of her. She said, “What was that?”


And he said, “Sometimes it takes a moment or two for the foreskin to slide back.”


“You have a foreskin?”


“I do, indeed. I was born in Britain when my father was training horses there for some years.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t notice. I guess I was looking at your face.”


He smiled.


But then there was no time for talking, only for probing more and more deeply into this feeling she was having all through her body of melting around him as he went farther inside of her, and just when she orgasmed, he covered her face with his warm hands and made her go where he was inside her and she disappeared.


About two, Rosalind got up and put on a robe, and went over to the window and sat down, looking out over the beach and the dark ocean. There were stars everywhere, even in spite of the lights below. She hunched forward in her chair and looked down, then looked out again, taking her thick hair in her hands, hair that was her lifelong friend. She twisted it into a tail and curled it around her hand, then took a pencil out of a container on the desk and pinned it up. At that moment, she was thinking nothing. You could have asked her to swear, and she would have sworn, under oath, that she was thinking nothing. That she was utterly at peace and blank, well fucked, Al would have said, had said from time to time, referring to himself as well as to her. She put her hand between her legs and smelled her fingers, smelling the both of them together, then wiped her hand on the robe.


What was it that did it? She thought about this long afterwards, obsessed about it, even. What was it that switched her so suddenly out of that blank, satisfied state? Perhaps it was the knowledge that the care he had taken of her was impersonal, nothing to do with her, only a quality of his that he brought to everything, something she responded to, but nothing she could claim. And she hadn’t intended to claim anything, had she? This wasn’t about claiming, it was about investigating. Nevertheless, whatever it was, whether something she thought or something she saw when she turned her head to glance at him on the bed, her blank satisfaction dissolved once and for all into pure longing. All her powers drained out of her then and there, as lost as if they had dissipated into the stars, and tears began to run down her cheeks. Eileen emerged from under the bedskirt and yawned, then stretched, first backward, then forward, with slow relish. Then she espied Rosalind at the window and crawled over to her, low crawl, pushing with her short back legs and swimming with her elbows. Her head was up and her eyes were bright, and she made a funny picture, but she didn’t even begin to relieve Rosalind’s sadness.


6 / ALL IRISH


IF THERE WAS A VARIETY of female that fit in on the backside, either here at Pimlico or anywhere else in the racing world, Deirdre Donohue didn’t know what it would be, but she did know that it wasn’t her variety. Over her long five years as a trainer of Thoroughbred racehorses, she had learned that she was (1) too loud, (2) too opinionated, (3) not pretty, (4) without charm, (5) badly dressed, (6) too unassociated with men to be reliably heterosexual, (7) too liberal in her political opinions, (8) too taciturn (which fit in with her loudness and opinionatedness because she only spoke up when she was really pissed off), and (9) lacking a sense of humor. When the men trainers were telling dirty jokes during morning works and she came up, they always fell silent. Being generally men of the old school, they would naturally fall silent if a woman came upon them telling dirty jokes anywhere, but they resented the fact that they couldn’t tell dirty jokes on the backside of a racetrack of all places, and so they resented Deirdre, without differentiating between her femininity and her lack of a sense of humor.


Deirdre could not say that her switch from training jumpers to training racehorses had been a success, but in the end it was easier to put a jockey, which she had never been, up on a talented runner than it had been to put a rider up on a talented jumper that she herself might have ridden if she hadn’t broken her back falling off over a six-foot oxer at Devon. That was eight years ago, when she was thirty-two. Now she was forty, with no husband, no children, no friends among her colleagues, twenty extra pounds that felt like they belonged to someone else, and a manner that even she didn’t like. She had two things going for her: a splendid Irish accent and a string of steady winners. Her old friends on the jumper circuit were still her best friends, partly because she still had an eye for a good potential jumper who might make a match with a rider she knew. More than a few runners she had retired showed up in The Chronicle of the Horse, their necks arched and their knees neatly folded over impressive obstacles, but she never went to watch them, and the people she knew at the track acted as if that world didn’t even exist except below a certain fiscal horizon. And it didn’t. The racetrack, even in Maryland, where the big money most assuredly was not, thought of itself as Hollywood or Big Oil, and of the jumper circuit as writing poetry or owning a family restaurant—a good enough way to while away a life, but nothing Important.


It was thinking these sorts of thoughts at the track that kept Deirdre Donohue silent and pissed off.


It was only with her bookkeeper, Helen, and her assistant trainer, George Donohue, an actual second cousin who hailed from five miles away from the Curragh itself, that Deirdre put on her other personality, which was the one the horses knew—attentive, thoughtful, kindly, thoughtful, generous, thoughtful, and thoughtful. It was Helen, who had been keeping Deirdre’s books since she had her first jumper barn when she was twenty-four, who had once pointed out to Deirdre that she had this alternative personality, and she often urged her to trot it out in company, but Deirdre kept it under wraps. To Helen, she said, “The men around here wouldn’t recognize it if they saw it,” and Helen had to admit this was true.


It was George who had all the Irish charm and all the Irish looks and all the Irish capacity for a wee drop, but at twenty-four himself, he had only risen about fifteen degrees on his alcoholic trajectory, and had many useful years left in him before he had to be shipped back to the old sod. The other thing about him was that, even though Deirdre’s owners’ wives didn’t know it, it was George who was gay. That was why he had been shipped over in the first place.


They were a pretty good close knot of a threesome, and as a result, Deirdre was in a better mood than she had been in years. Life with horses had taught her to accept, expect, and even to enjoy the temporary quality of all good things. She, George, and Helen were a good thing. At the moment, she was sitting with one of her owning couples. Deirdre never made the mistake that some trainers did, which was talking to the man and ignoring the woman. In the first place, she would never do that, and in the second place, most owners came as a couple, and whoever had first accrued the money didn’t matter, and neither did whoever first got interested in horses. In most, though not all, cases, horses seemed eventually to suck them in equally. Now she was listening intently to the Hollisters and making faces. She knew that Helen, who kept glancing in the window, was trying to signal to her to stop making faces, but she couldn’t help it. What the Hollisters were saying was pushing every button she had.


Daniel Hollister said, “He’s a good trainer. I asked around.”


“You asked around?” exclaimed Mary Lynn Hollister. “Why in the world would you ask around?”


“It’s called research.”


“It’s called gossip, Skippy.”


Deirdre was almost always able to suppress a bark of laughter when Mary Lynn called Daniel Hollister, who was an anti-trust lawyer and Washington power-broker of nearly stratospheric importance, “Skippy.”


“He said the horse could have won. I mean, everyone always says that, but he came right up to me and said, ‘That horse won, didn’t he?,’ like there was a rumor that the horse won.” He stuck in a note of petulance. “Like everyone around expected the horse to win.”


“Not me,” said Deirdre.


“Well, then,” said Skippy Hollister.


Quod erat demonstrandum. Deirdre had had an excellent Catholic education that had left her with a whole collection of Latin phrases that no one else but George understood. “Speed kills,” said Deirdre.


“What does that mean?” said Skippy.


“It means that the horse wasn’t ready,” said Mary Lynn. “It means he would have maybe thrown himself out of whack with a race like that and had a big bounce or worse. Why don’t you ever listen to anyone, Skippy?”


“I listened to a good trainer who thought the horse was ready.”


“Skippy, when you go into discovery, do you take the advice of the opposing team about what you should pay attention to and what you shouldn’t?”


“I don’t consider Harry Jacobson to be on the opposing team. He’s a disinterested outsider. And he has a good reputation.”


“He’s on the opposing team to Deirdre here, right?” She cast a look at Deirdre.


“I would say so, yes,” said Deirdre, as always beginning reasonably, “He’s trying to steal the fucking horse,” and then ending offensively.


“Oh, please,” said Skippy Hollister. “When I asked him if he could do better with the horse, he said he didn’t think so, that Deirdre is one of the best trainers around, and whatever the horse has, Deirdre will eventually find it.”


“Mother of God,” said Deirdre.


“Skippy, I wonder that you are my life’s companion. I wonder that I allowed that to happen.” Then Mary Lynn said to Deirdre, “Honey, I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t use vulgarities in my presence. Thank you.” She smiled autocratically.


“Max Weber uses the guy. He’s won and won and won.”


“Skippy,” said Mary Lynn. “Has he profited?”


“Well, I suppose. How could he not?”


“Well, he has not. Jolene Weber told me they’ve spent millions on yearlings and two-year-olds in training and broodmares. They’ve won millions, too, but not as many millions as they’ve spent!” When Skippy looked at his wife, Deirdre had the distinct impression that she was going to slap him upside the head a couple of times. You could call her abusive in her way, but Deirdre found it rather satisfying. Other than horses, Mary Lynn Hollister did an incredible amount of volunteer work. She was a classic dragon of benevolence, and with luck Deirdre herself would end up in some care institution that Mary Lynn Hollister oversaw.


“You, Skippy, have profited,” said Mary Lynn. “Thanks to Deirdre, you are in the one percent that has profited.”


“These are horses here,” said Deirdre. “I don’t like to run them out unless they are at a fu—that is, at a hundred percent. Sometimes you use races to prepare for races. We’ve talked about this before.” She heard her voice rise irritably as she mentioned this last. Harry Jacobson’s voice was ever and anon respectful with every owner or potential owner, and since every person in the world, through the striking of lightning or an Act of God, was a potential owner, Harry Jacobson was uniformly respectful to them, if not about them.


“I want to move the horse. Just that horse. Just to try it. We’ve profited, but we haven’t won a big race.” Now the note of petulance in Skippy Hollister’s voice was distinct. Deirdre wondered if maybe Mary Lynn had taken the wrong tack, treating Skippy like a child. She said, “I certainly respect your wishes, Mr. Hollister. If you wish to move the horse, you may. My bookkeeper will work up your final bill.”


“It’s an experiment, that’s all. The horse can come back here after a few weeks. Or something. I think a change would be good for the horse, maybe.”


Deirdre just couldn’t keep it up. She knew that, theoretically, she had a choice, and that making the right choice was in her long-term best interest, but she said, anyway, “I don’t fucking think so.”


“What?” said Skippy.


“I said … Well, you heard me.”


Skippy looked offended and so did Mary Lynn, unfortunately. Just then, George breezed into the office without knocking.


“Lovely animal, that one,” he said.


“Which one?” said Daniel Hollister, grumpily.


“Why, that Cozzene colt you’ve got there. I’m telling you, when I first saw that one, I thought he was a weedy thing.”


“We were just talking about him—”


“For sure you were, Mr. Hollister. They’re talking about this lad all over the track now, with that last race he ran.”


“What do you mean?”


“Mother of God, man, he’s a corker. But you know, these Americans, they don’t understand these Caro-line horses. Now, you know Caro, he was Irish to the core, that laddie was. You ever seen a picture of him? He looked like an Irish hunter, and he’s produced a few of them, too. Just the kindest young boyo in the world. Great sire, if you ask me. And he woulda been a great sire if some farmer had had him out in the back, the way they do in Ireland, you know. You finish your chores and get on the old man, and go out hunting for a bit, then you come home and let the lad chat up a few females, and pretty soon you’ve got a whole field of good hunters. Well. But he was something!”


“The colt was quite expensive,” said Daniel Hollister, stiffly.


“But, then, an expensive colt isn’t for someone who can’t afford it, is he?” said George. “Especially an expensive colt who takes some patience, some, let’s say, faith. Now, any of these boyos can be getting themselves a hot Storm Cat yearling and turning him around in a year, and then watching him break down after three or four races. But it takes a real horseman like yourself to develop a horse from a classic line like this Caro line.”


“I don’t think—”


“That’s what we say in Ireland—you can tell a horseman by his willingness to wait. A horse is no machine, is what we say, but a living, breathing, opinionated beast. You got to wait for them, and then wait some more. Isn’t it so, cousin?”


“Fucking right.”


“Listen to her! No manners, and a good education could do nothing for her.”


“Are you saying,” said Mary Lynn, “that another, less patient trainer might break down this extremely expensive colt that we paid, let’s see, $247,000 for?”


“Might well do that. You know what they say all over this track?”


“What?” said Mary Lynn.


“Well, you know, they’ll bet on anything.”


“I’m sure,” said Skippy Hollister.


“They’ve got odds on whether you’ll have the stomach to stay with the trainer you’ve got, or whether you’ll lose your courage and jump.”


“They do?”


Deirdre had her arms on the desk and her head down, she was so close to laughing out loud. She knew she looked, however, like she was stricken with dismay. That was fine.


George went on. “I put a bit of change down myself. You know, Mr. Hollister, I could lay out a tenner for you yourself on this side wager. You could make a bit of change, as only you know what you’re going to be doing.”


“What would I be doing with the horse? The horse is doing fine.”


Mary Lynn allowed herself one little smile, then there was a long pause, and then Daniel Hollister said, “Well, I suppose we’ve got that all settled now, huh.”


Deirdre lifted herself up and shook herself out. “I guess so. And thank you.”


“There’s a girl,” said George. “I almost always have to remind her to say please and thank you. But she’s a sight better than her dad. Cousin Devlin never says a word.”


Mary Lynn now turned toward George and seemed to melt visibly, though only within the bounds of propriety. She said, “You’re a wonderful addition to the barn, George, and you make everyone’s lives around here much easier, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


“You may say whatever you please, ma’am, as long as insincere flattery of myself is a part of it.” George gave her a dazzling smile and a full-bore Irish twinkle. And then he did the same with Skippy, and then they were out of there. George let them get a step down out of the door, then he gave Deirdre a pinch on the arm and whispered, “Now, Cousin, you’ve got to walk them out of the barn and see them off.”


“I do?”


“You do.”


When she got back to her office, George and Helen were having a regular laugh fest. Deirdre greeted it as usual: “What’s so funny? Are there really odds about this?”


“Not a bit of it,” said George. “But Helen put on the intercom, and I saw what was in the wind, so I came up with something.”


“If that horse went to Harry Jacobson, I hate to think.”


“I hate to think,” said Helen. Deirdre knew that Helen was considering the welfare of her fiscal condition, not that of the Cozzene colt, for her bookkeeper had only yesterday managed to trap her in the office long enough to have some serious financial discussion with her. Fortunately, the gist of that discussion had now become hazy in her mind. Nevertheless, the Hollisters were good owners—they paid their bills on time, bought and sold their horses as per Deirdre’s instructions, and didn’t insist on expensive jaunts to tracks that Deirdre considered beyond her depth, like Santa Anita and Gulfstream and Keeneland. It was well not to offend them, both virtuous and wise. As George often said to her, “You can’t persuade owners to recognize your native charm if you are cursing at them all the time, Cousin.”


Now he said, “Well, Cousin. He is a nice animal, and he’s going to do well for you.”


“I think so.”


“I’ll take care of Daniel Hollister myself,” said George.


“Call him Skippy.”


“You know, I bet he would respond to that.”


The three of them grinned at one another, and Deirdre felt her luck holding. It was a nice feeling. Ave atque vale. 


7 / JUST A ROBERTO


ROBERTO ACEVEDO was sixteen years old, but he told everyone at the track he was eighteen, because he wanted to get some rides before he did become eighteen and was too heavy to be a jockey. That’s what happened to all the Acevedos—things looked great for a while, then one by one they hit real puberty, grew beards, topped five five, and couldn’t get their weight down below 123 pounds. The only girl, Inez, had developed even faster, and had to quit riding just after her seventeenth birthday. But they all were riding fools. The tragic irony, said Farley Jones, was that every Acevedo, male and female, emerged from the Acevedo foundation mare with great hands. Seven kids, fourteen great hands. Roberto was the youngest, the last in a classic line. The older ones, old enough to have their own kids, that would be Maurilio and Juan, had both married teachers, and even though they themselves still worked as exercise riders at the track, they had steered their own kids into things like algebra and gourmet cooking.


It was a generally held view in southern California that allowing Roberto Acevedo to masquerade as eighteen when he was only sixteen was a win-win situation, and also a way of bidding farewell to a long and honorable history. If you included Huberto Acevedo, the sire, then the Acevedos’ great hands went back to 1960, the first time Kelso was Horse of the Year, quite a racing tradition.


And so Roberto got up when the bell rang, signaling the end of third period (elementary physics—they were doing acoustical experiments with tubes), and left school for the track, knowing this was a unique day in his life, the day he would ride in his first race. It was the sixth race, post time three-twenty, a mile-long, twenty-five-thousand-dollar claiming race for male horses four years old and up who had not won a race in sixty days. He was riding a five-year-old gelding named Justa Bob, he had drawn the number-one position, and even though Roberto had exercised upward of three to five horses a day for the last three years of his life, he was a little nervous.


It didn’t help that when he got into the jocks’ room everyone was looking at him but no one was speaking to him. This, his brother Julio had told him, was the inevitable sign that a prank would be played upon him, either before or after the race. Jockeys were terrific pranksters, in general, and another Acevedo characteristic was that they all reacted to pranks by getting hot under the collar. This was as a red flag to a bull as far as the other jockeys were concerned. The only way you could get at an Acevedo was by pranking him (or her). Any sort of abuse during the race, any pushing, shoving, shouting, razzing, passed an Acevedo without even making a scratch in the Acevedo consciousness, just as the acoustical properties of tubes had no effect on Roberto’s sense of either the world or himself. But a prank. Well, what would it be?


The first race went off while Roberto was cultivating his appreciation of the jocks’ room and his pleasure at being there. You had to stay in the jocks’ room until your race was run. You came in before the first race and you stayed until you were finished. If you had a horse in only the ninth race, well, you sat around for five hours maybe. There were plenty of amenities—hot tub, sauna, massage table, salad bar, regular TV, monitor for watching the races at both Santa Anita and up north, free copies of the Daily Racing Form, the day’s program, the L.A. Times, The Wall Street Journal for those who called their stockbrokers while they were waiting for their races, the magazine of the jockeys’ association, some Spanish-language newspapers and magazines, and a collection of books jocks had brought in and left behind—a couple of Bibles, for one thing, in both Spanish and English, and some novels. No one ever picked any of these up, even to throw them away, so it was a strange collection—Louis L’Amour, Danielle Steele, Frederick Forsyth, Guy Davenport, T. Something Boyle. There was also a copy of Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale, from the library of Pomona College. You got all kinds at the track, that was for sure.


One thing Roberto had noticed was that time passed differently depending on where you were on the track. For example, if you were in the stands, time passed very slowly. The horses came onto the track, they took an ice age to get around to the gate, especially if it was a turf race and they had to go up the hill, then they took forever to get into the gate, and then even the race was too long. This was probably the reason that bettors tended to perceive every horse as slow. The horses weren’t slow, but time itself was. You could speed this up if you went back and forth from the saddling enclosure to the racetrack. Then time passed evenly and deliberately, the horses, since you knew them a bit, went a little faster, and the afternoon itself felt like an excellent day’s work, even though you weren’t betting. On the backside, in the mornings, time passed quickly for a while. It seemed as though you were standing in one spot—right at the end of the row of stalls, and bing bing bing, the groom was bringing you one horse after another, chestnut, bay, gray, brown, and you got a leg up and off you went, and the intervals out on the track, galloping or working, were much shorter than that moment when the groom and the horse approached. The slowest moment in the universe happened if you stayed late in the morning, till eleven or eleven-thirty, which Roberto sometimes did in order to avoid going back to school, and walked around the barn and looked at the horses lying down in their stalls. They were utterly reposeful. Time stopped, dust hung in the air with the quiet, and the only sound was the rhythmical scratching of one of the grooms raking the shedrow.


The revelation was that, in the jocks’ room, time accelerated at a uniform rate. You came in, had a few thoughts, picked a tomato out of the salad bar, found your locker, started putting on your gear, because you had plenty of time, but then you didn’t have plenty of time after all, and they were calling the sixth race, and you had to get your helmet on your head in a hurry. Roberto had imagined this would be like walking through water, everything in slo-mo, but it was like being shot through space even though you were walking, not flying. Right then you were walking out the door and following your horse and trainer and owner out of the saddling enclosure and into the walking ring, and then you were standing there, but just for a moment, and then the paddock judge was saying “Riders, up!” and you barely knew what your horse looked like—an impression of brownness—and you were on his back, ha, let out some of the air you had been holding in for the last hour. There he was, right in front of you, and you did now know, from déjà vu, or dreams, what your horse looked like—a long shining dark neck in front of you, two unique ears, and the feel of his mouth, his personality, really, right there in your hands. Here was where time got normal for about twenty minutes. Under the stands, over to the pony girl and her no-nonsense palomino, then out onto the track, with the stands lowering above you and the milling crowd seeming about to tip over onto you. The only reliable thing was the horse, Justa Bob, many starts, many finishes, some wins, no accidents, right there between your legs, walking and then jogging and then cantering calmly along, saying as loudly as if you could hear it with your ears, “You’re okay, kid. I’ve done this a million times.”


Justa Bob didn’t care when they put him into the gate, a high point of anxiety for everyone at the track who knew anything, from the owners and trainers in the stands to the jockeys and the pony men and the assistant starters and the starter. But Justa Bob sighed, strode in, stood still, shifted his weight backward, and leapt as soon as the bell clanged. From that moment on, Roberto felt that time was in the control of Justa Bob, no one else. Justa Bob hated the rail, everyone did, so hesitated a moment and let some of the others spurt to the front. Now he ran steadily but rather slowly, counting time with stride after even stride. All Roberto did was feel his mouth for him, to let him know that he was there. Around the first turn, Justa Bob picked an intermediate route, maybe five horses back and two lanes off the rail. Halfway around, he switched leads to refresh himself, and dug in a bit, lengthening his stride to pick off the fifth horse, but still running easily. As he passed the fifth horse, he pinned his ears for a moment, making a comment, perhaps, that only the fifth horse could understand. Down the backstretch, Justa Bob was like a metronome, and gave Roberto plenty of leisure to notice the melee around him. The two horses right in front of him bumped, the outside jock’s knee just kissing the inside horse’s shoulder, but the inside horse felt it and swerved toward the rail. Justa Bob switched leads again and overtook the inside horse. The noise was incredible—hooves pounding, horses breathing like the roar of a high wind, jocks talking and calling—and the whole time Justa Bob held Roberto’s hands with his mouth, steadily and calmly. Now they were on the second turn. Roberto found himself wondering whether Justa Bob would choose to go wide or slip through the hole between the number-three horse and the number-two horse, and then, when he realized it was supposed to be him making the decisions, maybe, Justa Bob chose the hole, and threaded that like a needle. The bay horse on the outside turned his head to bite, and his jockey gave him a jerk. The chestnut on the inside seemed to go backward. Still Justa Bob was counting steadily, one two three. There was only one horse in front of him now, but there was daylight between them. Roberto thought of going to his whip, but Justa Bob informed him in no uncertain terms that that would be unacceptable. He was a class or two above the company in this race, and to whip him would be insulting. So Roberto just continued to hold the animal’s marvelous mouth in his great hands, letting his own body stretch and fold with the rhythm of the horse. In the homestretch, their own noise was swelled by the noise of the crowd. Now Justa Bob began to close on the leader, a chestnut with a long silky tail that gleamed in the early-afternoon sunshine. Roberto could feel his horse gauge the distance and put on more speed, but Roberto didn’t quite know whether to trust the horse’s judgment. The chestnut’s jockey was really riding—going for the whip, yelling—and the red horse was responding. But this was Roberto’s first race; he literally didn’t know what to do, so he went with his instincts—just do the thing that feels the most delicious—which in this case was to let Justa Bob take care of it. Now the animal’s brown nose was at the other jockey’s knee, then at the other horse’s shoulder, neck, and head. The wire was upon them, and just then Justa Bob stretched out his nose and stuck it in front of the chestnut’s nose. Three strides after the wire, Justa Bob was already pulling himself up. He cantered out calmly, turned without being asked, and returned to his groom, who said, “Hey, fella. No extra effort, huh?” Behind them, the tote board was flashing “Photo Finish!” and so there was plenty of time to be taken. But Roberto had no doubts, and neither did the groom. He said to Roberto, with a laugh, “This guy likes to give the bettors heart attacks, that’s for sure. He is such a character.”


Roberto said, “That was so much fun! Does he always make the decisions?”


“Always does. He does it his way or he doesn’t do it at all.”


“I can’t believe he doesn’t win every race. He seems to know how.”


The groom shrugged, and now gave Roberto the best lesson of his life as a jockey. He said, “Some jocks can listen and some can’t.”


Now the trainer, Farley Jones, came over and said, “Good ride, son. Send your agent around. I can put you on something else tomorrow; the regular jock has the flu.”


“I don’t have an agent.”


“Get one, then. Your brother Julio. He can be your agent for now. How did the horse feel?”


“Like the boss. I’d like to ride him again.”


Farley laughed. “I don’t see why not.”


Pretty soon, Justa Bob’s number went up on the board right next to the “1” and they stepped into the winner’s circle. It didn’t look like the owners were there, but that didn’t matter; everyone else made a big deal of Justa Bob, and he knew it. Roberto dismounted and took his tack over to the scales.


And then, as they came out of the winner’s circle and turned to go under the grandstand, the guy came out and hung that red tag on Justa Bob’s bridle that showed he had been claimed by another trainer. “Huh,” said Farley Jones. That was all he said, but Roberto could tell that he was upset. The assistant trainer was angry. He said, “I know it was Buddy. It has to be Buddy. Fucking Buddy Crawford. He’s claimed every horse we’ve put out there. He doesn’t care, you know he drove Ernie Jenkins out of business by taking all his horses, and Boris—”


“He did,” said Farley.


Roberto saw the groom’s face fall. There was something about it, thought Roberto. Most races were claiming races, and horses were claimed at the racetrack every day: they entered the starting gate belonging to one owner and left it belonging to whoever put down the required amount of cash in the racing secretary’s office. It was absolutely routine, and everyone played the game—daring another trainer to take a horse that might be on its last legs, or hoping you could get away with a win without losing the animal. You could put a horse in a claiming race a dozen times and never have him claimed, or you could risk it once and bid the horse farewell. You never knew. Everyone was used to it, but somehow they all four of them slowed their gait and drooped as they went under the grandstand, in spite of the win.


“He was never going to stay an allowance horse forever. He’ll be six,” said Farley. Allowance races, Roberto knew, were like the middle class—a realm of hardworking stability that stakes horses rose out of on their way to wealth and greatness and claimers fell out of on their way to oblivion. Farley went on, “You’ve got to run them in races they might win or you’ve got to retire them. But I hate to see him go. He could end up anywhere. You know, horses start out in France and end up in North Dakota or Hong Kong. That’s always given me a funny feeling, to tell the truth.” The trainer sounded calm, but Roberto thought he looked depressed. Roberto sighed with him, even though for him the only challenge was getting Buddy Crawford to let him ride the animal.


The assistant said, “Better to end up in North Dakota than Hong Kong.”


“Why?” said Roberto, whose idea of North Dakota was very similar to his idea of the moon.


“Because horses can’t be re-exported from Hong Kong after they’ve been exposed to some disease there, so when they’re finished racing they’re put down,” said the assistant trainer. He still sounded angry.


“I doubt,” said Farley, “that Justa Bob will end up in Hong Kong.”


“Buddy Crawford is bad enough,” said the assistant, and Roberto didn’t get the feeling that Farley Jones disagreed with him.


It wasn’t until he was almost to the jocks’ room that Roberto realized how dirty he was. And he realized something else, too. The way time passed in a race was not like anything else in the world. That was why the jocks kept riding, year after year, accident after accident. They kept wanting to feel that again, the rhythm of it measured in your body by the horse’s stride and the simultaneous chaos of it in front of your eyes, ready to eat you up. Surely there was nothing else like it on earth.


They were waiting for him at the door, and about six guys, it seemed like, jumped him, then poured ice water on him, then slapped him on the back and put some ice down his neck, and everyone was laughing and screaming, Roberto, too, because he had won his first race, and on his first mount, and that was something special. And then, he thought, that was over, too. So he went over to the wash bucket and picked up the sponge to wash his face. Even now he could still seem to feel the horse’s mouth in his hands like a gentle heat, and so he wasn’t surprised when he dipped his hands and the sponge into the bucket and they came up orange. He didn’t realize this was more than a manifestation of his state of mind until the guys behind him started laughing again. Then he snapped into the present and realized that someone had poured Betadine into the water, and that, furthermore, he had also thoughtlessly splashed it all over his face. But he was an unusual Acevedo in this, that under the influence of Justa Bob he produced Justa Smile. 


8 / THE TIBETAN BOOK OF THOROUGHBRED TRAINING


ONE THING Oliver Haskins, assistant trainer, liked about working for Farley Jones, trainer, was the cooking. Farley’s exercise riders, male and female, were always trying out this and that. For example, today Jorge brought in a pot of chicken soup. The way he got just the right tang in the broth was to simmer the chickens with a couple of chili peppers, and then discard them. The way he took away the sting was to use barley instead of rice. The soup was delicious, and all the riders, grooms, and assorted hangers-on kept after it until the pot was empty.


Oliver was on his second six months with Farley, and part of the reason it was a good job was that Farley not only took a day off himself every week, he gave Oliver one, gave the grooms one, gave the riders one, gave the hot walkers and everyone else one day off per week. This was a revelation to Oliver, whose last boss, Buddy Crawford, neither took nor gave days off. Farley, in fact, never looked at a horse on his day off. When he took vacations, he went to places horses did not frequent, like music festivals and art museums and plays. On the bumper of his truck, Farley had an Amnesty International sticker. Oliver had had to ask Farley what Amnesty International was, and Farley had been able to tell him, so Oliver knew for sure that the sticker had not come with the truck. The other weird thing about Farley was that when he walked through the barn he looked like a visiting physics professor—he was tall and slender, with glasses, a trimmed white beard, and short, graying hair. He wore khaki Dockers and button-down shirts and his cellular phone hung at his waist like a slide rule. Of course, he didn’t talk like a physics professor—he talked about icing and hosing and inflammation and walking and working and one-on-one and a fifth and galloping out a half and allowances and handicaps and big horses and fillies and the condition book and turf and dirt and breezes and one turn and two turns and lanes and stretches and the garden spot and good movers and bad movers just like everyone else, but he talked the language as if he had learned it as an adult rather than as a child.


And then there was “The Tibetan Book of Thoroughbred Training,” which was a laminated sheet of paper tacked to Farley’s office door. It read,




1. Do not pay attention or investigate; leave your mind in its own sphere


2. Do not see any fault anywhere


3. Do not take anything to heart


4. Do not hanker after signs of progress


5. Although this may be called inattention, do not fall prey to laziness


6. Be in a state of constant inspection





Although these instructions were never spoken of, and Oliver was only conscious of having read them three or four times, well, you looked at them every time you went into the office, so he had begun, bit by bit, to take them rather literally. For example, it was his job to make sure that the stalls and the shedrows were clean and raked, and he did find himself in a state of constant inspection. Or, when one of the grooms got drunk and missed work, he found himself not finding fault with that. The grooms, after all, didn’t make much money, didn’t speak much English, and lived in a perennial state of culture shock. After six months or so of exposure to “The Tibetan Book of Thoroughbred Training,” Oliver didn’t have the heart to find fault with them for giving in.


Sometimes Oliver had one instruction running through his mind and sometimes another. If a horse stepped on himself in a race and was out for several months, there would be non-hankering after signs of progress. If a horse got into a temper and bit or kicked, there would be not taking anything to heart. If a race was coming up, and a jockey chose another mount, there would be not paying attention or investigating—soon enough another jockey’s agent would show up, and the horse would have a rider. It was soothing. Oliver knew, too, that it was soothing to everyone. He often saw owners or strangers who were waiting for Farley to get off the phone gazing at or reading “The Tibetan Book of Thoroughbred Training,” and he often heard the exercise riders say things that indicated they were aware of being attentive, or non-reactive, or whatever, but the topics around the barn, apart from food, were the same as around every other barn—who was winning, who was losing, who was riding, who was doing something crazy, who was doing something illegal, who was doing something funny.


Another favorable thing about Farley was that he had a good sense of humor. He always referred to his ex-wife and the mother of his four grown children as “the foundation mare.” Then he always smiled. His smile was big and merry, and made Oliver smile in return.


The trouble with working for Farley these days was he wasn’t winning a damn thing. Oliver was trying to bring a state of non-hankering after signs of progress to this problem, but he wasn’t having much luck. Oliver’s parents were Southern Baptists and great hymn-singers. They were opposed to gambling, but generally in favor of animals, so they hadn’t minded too much when he had taken up horse-training as a way of life—reprobates and backsliders had cropped up in every generation of their family pedigree, and in his generation, he was considered a rather benign example of the pattern, since he had to go to bed at eight-thirty every night, and did not drink, smoke, or do drugs. As the scion of great hymn-singers, though, Oliver had a tune for every occasion, and lately he found himself humming one he didn’t like. The words went: 








When death has come and


    taken our loved ones


It leaves a home so


    lonely and drear


Then do we wonder


    why others prosper


Livin’ so wicked


    year after year.











The chorus was meant to be reassuring:








Farther along, we’ll


    know all about it


Farther along, we’ll


    understand why


Cheer up, my brother,


    live in the sunshine


We’ll understand it


    all by and by.











Maybe, thought Oliver.


“Wicked” was a good word for Buddy Crawford, better than “maniac,” “butcher,” “madman,” “jerk,” or “shit,” the words most frequently used to describe him by other trainers, grooms who could speak English, jockeys, and jockey agents. The list of things Oliver had hated doing for the man during the four months he worked for him started with docking the already meager pay of the grooms for infractions like not getting the shedrows raked by 6:00 a.m. and ran right though firing riders, telling the vet to pin-fire some poor animal’s ankles, keeping toegrabs on all of the horses even after that study about toegrabs’ increasing the chances of breakdown got all over the track, galloping horses who were sore, running early two-year-olds. Sometimes Oliver tried to distinguish what he himself had suffered at Buddy’s hands (screaming abuse if he didn’t fax the man at home about how things were at the barn before 5:30 a.m., screaming abuse if he didn’t manage to fire a rider before the rider quit, screaming abuse if an owner made any sort of complaint at all) from what others suffered, but it was all tangled together in Buddy’s wickedness. And Buddy had a philosophy of wickedness, too. It was about culling the herd. He would say, “You don’t get a Cigar by babying every horse and coddling every jockey. You get a Cigar by getting rid of whoever doesn’t want to win, horse or man, jockey or owner.”


And yet Oliver had worked for Buddy for four whole months, and conscience hadn’t made him quit, either. What had made him quit was that he had gotten so tired from his work schedule that he started sleeping with his hand on the alarm clock, to be sure he’d wake up by 2:00 a.m., in order to be at the track by 3:15. Then he’d started dreaming about not being able to get up, and waking up every hour to check the clock. He had been making good money, maybe the best money of any assistant trainer at the track, since his earnings depended in part on the winnings of Buddy’s horses. Even so, in sheer exhaustion, he had faxed Buddy his notice, and Buddy had called him instantly to scream at him that he’d intended to fire him that day, and how dare he quit before he got fired. He’d been sure after he quit that no amount of money was worth that, and he still held to this opinion.


But every horse Buddy had was winning, and good races, too, so lately he’d had his picture in the Daily Racing Form three times, with little squibs about his training philosophy, his toughness, his daring vision. “Finally,” he said, “everybody in my barn has got to perform and they know it. Second place is losing. The betting fans know that, and I know it.”


Oliver didn’t know how, but the horses seemed to know it, too.


A claiming race was a kind of bet. Not every horse in a race got claimed, even—or especially—when you wanted it to. You entered your horse and took your chances, but every horse Farley ran in a claiming race, Buddy was claiming and, it looked like to Oliver, running to death. As his girlfriend had pointed out to Oliver, should he quit horse-training, and she would quite like it if he did, he would know a lot about hostile takeovers from claiming horses and having them claimed. Once you put your horse in a claiming race, it was very much like taking your small family-owned company public and having it bought out from under you. Sometimes, of course, your small family-owned company was a dud, and seeing it go was a pleasure. But other times the hostile takeover was painful. All trainers and many owners played this game, and Oliver expected to, also, but lately it hadn’t been fun at all.


The owner of a nice filly Buddy had claimed the day before was sitting in Farley’s office with Farley, asking, Oliver figured, about when they could claim the filly back. Through the window, Oliver could see Farley kind of shaking his head—not emphatically, not “no,” but sadly, just “I don’t think its a good idea.” The owner had bred the horse and was attached to her. The owner had been reluctant to put the horse in a claiming race. The owner was calling Farley’s judgment into question. That was something Oliver hated to see, because he knew that that was just the sort of thing that could build up around the track, especially up in the Turf Club, where the owners sat together and lamented their fates and told each other that, given how much money they were spending on the game, more of them, a majority of them, deserved to win. One of the distinctions between owners as a class and, say, grooms as a class was that, whereas grooms sometimes knew what they wanted and took it, owners always knew what they deserved. Assistant trainers, in Oliver’s experience, were generally unsure on both counts.


Farley, as you could tell by “The Tibetan Book of Thoroughbred Training,” didn’t know a thing about deserving, and so he and the owner were probably not even talking the same language. Oliver tried not to appear to be spying, but he watched as the owner stood up and turned toward the door. He was a good-looking guy, but he didn’t look happy. As he pulled the door open, he said, “I’m losing confidence in you, Farley, I’ve got to say—” But then he saw Oliver and fell silent, only adding, “Well, I’ll call you.”


“It’s up to you, John,” said Farley, congenially. But after the owner turned away, Oliver saw Farley’s face fall, just for a moment.


“You gonna claim her back?”


“I don’t think so. Let’s say the quickest I can get her back is a month from now. She’ll undoubtedly have run a time or two by then, and worked hard in between. No telling what kind of shape she’ll be in. No one I know who’s ever claimed a horse back from Buddy has been able to run it in the same class as when it got claimed away. Stress fractures, tendon inflammation, wind problems. Better to let her go.”


“What are you going to do?”


Farley looked at him. They both knew that Oliver was referring to the larger issue. Farley held his gaze, then smoothed down his mustache and beard in a habitual reflective gesture, running his thumb and forefinger along the line of his jaw. He said, “Every trainer goes through cycles, Oliver. The horses are earning their feed.”


“But what if the owners start stampeding?”


“I don’t know. You know, owners always think of themselves as predators. But they’ve always seemed kind of spooky to me. I don’t know.”


“But—”


Farley rocked back on his heels and his eyes began to twinkle. He was getting fatherly. He said, “Oliver, it’s okay not to know for now. Eventually we will know.”


“Farther along,” said Oliver.


“Farther along,” said Farley. “Did you get any of that soup? That was great soup. I loved that soup.”


Oliver nodded, and Farley walked away with his university-professor walk, a little stiff, a little remote, a little awkward. Everyone who had ever worked for Farley said the same thing—he was a great guy, but deep as a well and twice as dark. 


9 / A MIRE


IN THE WEEK between Christmas and New Year’s, it was time for Wow to go off to the training center near Fair Hill. The other four yearlings Krista Magnelli had at her breeding farm had gone already, in September and October, but the Maybricks’ trainer, Dick Winterson, had thought Wow, a May colt, needed some time to mature, which was fine with Krista. The months she had him to herself had lulled her into thinking she could do this impossible thing—be twenty-six years old and have a baby and a breeding farm at the same time. Maia was almost five months old now—she had been born seven weeks after the end of the last breeding season, or August 4, as time was normally measured. She was an easy baby, who let Krista so take for granted that she would sleep soundly, eat well, and play happily that Krista had let the nanny her mother hired for her go early. It was a dream—nurse the baby, put the baby down, turn on the monitor, go out and work with the colt, listen to the baby wake up and chuckle to herself, go in and nurse the baby. All of her friends from college were unemployed or hardly employed (if you considered graduate school employment), and here Krista was, running the farm her grandfather had left her, standing a stallion, breeding and foaling out mares, weaning, training babies and sending them off to learn to be racehorses, bookkeeping, sending out bills, doing taxes. This was her fourth year. Of course, she and Pete hadn’t planned to have a baby in their fourth year—their fourteenth would have been more realistic, but mistakes had been made that, in their usual fashion, had turned out to be destiny, and Krista felt pretty self-confident most of the time.


She had polished the horse up quite a bit, and it made her think of herself as something of a horse-trainer. She taught him how to load in and out of all the trailers on the place, how to stand for clipping and the farrier, how to have a blanket flapped all over him, how to take a bit in his mouth, even how to longline around the place. He let you do anything with him, was never coltish or wild. And then, after you were done, you put him back out in the pasture and he showed you his secret, his giant, oiled ground-covering stride. Now it was time for him to go. Krista was proud of him, of the good appearance he was going to make at the training farm. Sam the vet was to come out and give the colt a going over before the van was to pick him up, all easy and organized.


Except that, when Krista went out to feed at 7:00 a.m., she saw that Wow was out and covered with wet mud from eyeballs to hocks, and that, in that luxuriant tail that she had combed through just the day before, there were now cockleburs and twigs. It wasn’t as though Krista hadn’t thought of this. The rain in the night had come without thunder or lightning, and upon half waking up to it, Krista hadn’t even considered that the colt might be out: she had put him in herself.


She brought the animal in and surveyed him. He could conceivably be hosed off, though the weather was cold for that. If you had plenty of warm water, plenty of wool coolers, some help, and plenty of time you could always get a horse clean, even in the dead of winter. Krista had none of the above. And then she heard a noise on the baby monitor, the noise of Maia waking up and crying. She did not, in the next few minutes, hear the other noise she expected to hear, which was the sound of the door to the baby’s room opening, and her husband, Pete, entering the room and picking the child up. After another minute, she threw the horse in a stall she had bedded the day before for a mare who hadn’t arrived yet, and stomped into the house.


Pete played right into her hands. Between the kitchen, the bathroom, and the baby’s bedroom, he handed her three marital red flags: there was a dirty plate with four cigarette butts stubbed out in a piece of a bagel on it; his clothes lay in a pile right in front of the toilet, where he had stepped out of them and left them: socks in boots, with jeans, boxers, shirt accordioned on top, baseball cap hanging from the handle of the toilet, toilet seat up; his own self, naked in bed with a day’s growth of beard, sleeping through the lonely grief of his very own daughter, who was now sobbing and catching her breath in Krista’s arms.


Krista thought luxuriously that it was all too much, and said, “I hate this. I am at the end of my rope. I’ve had it. Enough is enough. This is nowhere.”


“What?” Pete opened his eyes.


“Oh my God,” exclaimed Krista, and marched out, the baby on her hip.


Now, it was true, as her mother had often said, that a wife was allowed a certain number of temper tantrums, and in fact the occasional temper tantrum was invigorating to a marriage. The breakage of a valued object was not to be sneered at, either, since everyone had too many things anyway. “In a good long marriage,” she had said once, “the wedding presents go one at a time, so that by the time you’ve been married fifty years there isn’t a plate or a soup tureen or, God forbid, a Hummel shepherdess remaining as a burden for the children.”


Krista sat down on the couch and lifted her sweater and turtleneck, then undid the latch of her nursing bra. She maintained a noble motherly calm all through the right breast and then the left breast, and she was selflessly happy to see Maia settle and take her deserved nourishment. Time was passing, of course. Someone could have offered to give the starving child a bottle, but he hadn’t, and that was perfectly all right with the mother, who never forgot her responsibilities. When Maia was full and satisfied, Krista did herself up again, all the time talking sweetly to her child, and went back into the bedroom. Pete, she saw, had drifted off again. She allowed this to go unremarked upon, though hardly unnoticed, and sat down gently on the bed. She said, “Honey, do you think you could change her? You put Wow out last night and he’s quite a mess and the van will be here in an hour, I think.”


“Hey, baby,” said Pete to Maia, as if nothing was wrong.


Krista marched out of the house, her footsteps as eloquent as they could be, and past the stallion barn, where the stallion her grandfather had left her three years before, along with this place, the very stallion who had gotten her into this fix, was innocently passing between his stall and his paddock. His chestnut coat was dirty, too, and he happened to have allowed himself a leisurely drop in the penis department. He hadn’t bred a mare in five months, so he was beginning to think again upon his lifework. His penis hung, as white as a girl’s leg, nearly to the ground. Krista exclaimed, once again, “Oh my God!” and the stallion pricked his ears and looked at her. Unfortunately, he didn’t think to sheathe his member, and the sight of it annoyed her no end. “You!” she said. “Look at you!” The horse lowered his head and turned right around and went back into his stall. She called after him, “Keeping a stallion is too much for me! I need help here! What if I have to sell you? You’re the best horse my grandfather ever bred! Don’t you dare go anywhere else! I am not acting hysterical!” And then it began to rain again and she sat down on a hay bale and burst into tears.


It was after nine. She curled up on the hay bale and put her face in her hands and who was going to comfort her or help her now? What if she drove Pete away with her temper tantrums and he took his outside income with him? Then she and Maia and Himself (her nickname for Lake of the Woods) would have to move into a trailer park somewhere, and that was good enough for them and it would be so embarrassing. She would have to sell the farm. She could see the article in The Blood-Horse, because her grandfather had been famous, and Himself had won the Gotham and the Woodward and gone to England and won the St. Leger and the Cambridgeshire, which made him not quite the thing, fashion-wise, as a stallion, so he had to prove himself, especially since he didn’t have a drop of Mr. Prospector or Northern Dancer blood in him. It would be a very tragic story, and there would be a picture of her holding Himself by the leadshank, with the baby on her hip, and the headline would be something like “Young Mother, Breeder, Sacifices All for Unproven Stallion.” And then there would be all the stories about the farm and about what a great horseman her grandfather had been and how she was trying to follow in his footsteps, but it was always hard for a woman in the racing world—


And so she didn’t hear Sam’s truck pull in, and, yes, he found her dripping wet curled up on the hay bale, her face pressed into her hands. She exclaimed, “I’ve got to sell the farm!”


“First you’ve got to sit up and go into the tackroom, because you are soaking wet. And shivering.”


“Am I?”


“Aren’t you?”


She was.


The tackroom was cold, so Sam turned on the kerosene heater and found a wool cooler and wrapped her in it. Then, very Sam-like, he took a clean towel off the stack she kept there and wiped her face and hair. But she had to look it straight in the face. “I’ve got to sell the farm. Pete is going to leave me, and I would never take any money from him other than child support, and the farm is the only thing I own besides Himself, and I can’t sell Himself. I told him I might this morning, but I can’t.”


“Did Pete say he was going to leave you?”


“Not yet, but I’m such a bitch that he would be a fool not to.”


“When is he going to leave you?”


Krista thought for a minute. “After I go in the house and scream at him for not getting up with the baby and for leaving Wow out last night, when I spent all day yesterday getting him ready to go off to that place in Fair Hill where all the horses are sons and daughters of Seattle Slew and Nureyev!”


“Then we have time to go over this colt today, before the van gets here.”


“Oh, God! He’s so dirty! You aren’t going to want to touch him!”


“Well, it’s ten. Let’s have a look.”


Krista sighed and unwrapped herself, then took an old waxed coat off a hook and put it on. She followed Sam out into the barn. Now she was really depressed. There was nothing heroically tragic about a dirty horse, and that was a fact. She said, “He’s over here. A mare hasn’t arrived yet, which I suppose is a good thing.”


Wow was gazing inquisitively over the stall door, and as they approached he knocked his knees gently against it and tossed his head. Krista picked up a the halter and leadrope she had thrown on the ground. Sam said, “I’ve got this friend out in California, and he was the expert witness for a trial this week.”


“You’re kidding.”


“They got the plaintiff on the stand, and the opposing lawyer says to him, ‘Is it true or not true that you told the highway patrolman after the accident that you felt fine?’


“And the guy says, ‘Well, I was walking my horse down the side of the road—’ And the lawyer says, ‘Answer the question yes or no. Is it true that you told the officer that you felt fine?’ And the guy says, ‘Well, I was walking—’ And the lawyer turns to the judge and says, ‘Please tell the witness to answer the question,’ and the judge says, ‘Actually, I would like to hear what the witness has to say.’”


Krista had her hand on the latch.


“So the witness looked at the judge and said, ‘Well, I was walking my horse down the side of the road, minding my own business, when this big semi-truck came barreling up the road and hit us broadside and knocked us over the edge. Well, I was lying there when the cruiser pulls up, and I hear him crash through the brush and clamber down there, and he says, “This horse looks bad,” and he shoots him right there. So, when the guy comes over to me, he says, “How you feeling?,” and I say—’”


“Fine!” Krista said, laughing, though her face was stiff with tears. “That’s the worst one yet.”


“Worst what?” said Sam. “It’s a true story.” But he smiled.


Krista opened the stall door and put the halter over Wow’s head, then led him forth. Sam said, “Well, he doesn’t look all that bad, Krista.” And it was true, he didn’t. He was dry and actually fairly clean, though sprinkled all over with wood shavings. Sam said, “He must have dried himself off rolling in the stall while you were otherwise engaged.” They peeped over the stall door, and sure enough, the deep clean bedding Krista had put in for the mare was mounded up and pushed around, a little dirty but not too bad for the mare. She said, “That was smart of him.”


And so they worked companionably together. Sam spent a few minutes checking the horse over, which wasn’t hard, since he had no known problems, then he brushed him off while Krista picked the burrs out of his tail, then he wrapped his legs while she washed his face with a damp sponge and picked a few burrs out of his mane, too. When the van pulled in, the horse didn’t look perfect, but he did look like a healthy winter horse—fit and furry, well brushed, and neatly wrapped in cottons and green Vetrap. He was only going about twenty miles down the road and two social classes up. He got on the van like an old pro, and only at the last minute did Krista run up the ramp and give him a hug. Then she turned to the van driver. She said to him, “Just remember one thing.”


“What’s that, ma’am?”


“This yearling is as closely related to Secretariat as any yearling in the world.”


“That right?”


“That’s right.”


Maybe. But it sounded good, and it reflected Krista’s perfect faith in Wow’s future, which from now on she would only see from a distance. She kissed the colt on the cheek and turned quickly and walked down the ramp. In five minutes, with a great wheezing and squealing, the van was out on the road.


Since she had cried enough already, she only turned away from its disappearing tail with a sigh, and there was Sam, right behind her, smiling. The simplest thing to say after such a tantrum seemed to be “Thanks for helping me. Don’t you have work to do?”


“Some shots here, some teeth there. Nothing urgent. Would you like to talk?”


Krista knew his beeper could go off at any moment—colic, choke, laceration, skull fracture, subluxation of the stifle joint, abortion, pierced cornea—so there wasn’t much time. She said, “Yeah. Yeah, I would.” She had been doing this for three years now, letting Sam’s large, practical presence calm her. It was almost worth all the vet bills, just to have him come over.


They went back into the tackroom, which was now even a bit too warm, and fragrant with well-soaped and much-used leather. Krista sat on a trunk. Sam sat in the desk chair. Right there on the desk were the bills she was already ten days late sending out. Krista sighed and turned her gaze into Sam’s face, just so she didn’t have to be reminded of that, but everything reminded her. She said, “We can’t last much longer here, Sam. If we get through this foaling season—Well, I don’t see how we are going to get through this foaling season.” But then she sighed. “Okay. Well, I guess we are going to get through this foaling season. But I know that everyone around here just looks at us and thinks, Haven’t they let that place go, don’t the horses look dirty, surely she’s neglecting that child. I almost don’t dare go out anymore. My grandfather had this place spotless. It was like he knew how to solve every problem before he got up in the morning and knew what the problems were. And he got up at four a.m. I’ve tried that, but Pete doesn’t want to go to bed at eight o’clock, so I don’t get up until six and then I’m ashamed at not getting things done until midmorning—”


Sam opened his mouth.


“I know we have to hire someone, but we can’t afford anyone. I mean, some junior-high-school girl would come out here and clean stalls until she dropped and be grateful for the opportunity to be worked to death, but I can’t do that.”


Sam coughed. What was he, Krista thought, about fifty? Kind of paunchy, but big-shouldered and quiet, the way men who spent their lives stemming the tide of equine disaster often were.


“And you know what my mother said? She said, ‘Don’t do it, Krista, don’t move there. Sell the damned place and the damned horse and do something more fun than horse-breeding, like working as a data processor at the Pentagon in a stuffy little cubicle for fifty years at ten thousand dollars a year.’ She was sure when told her I was pregnant that the next thing out of my mouth was going to be that I was selling the farm.”


Sam smiled. Maybe, she thought, she should have married a much older man. Her best friend from college had done that.


“And a guy from Texas did approach me right after they ran that article in The Blood-Horse about me taking over the operation, and he offered me, well, a lot of money, and I didn’t take it, and I haven’t dared to tell my mother about that, but—”


“If you didn’t take it, you didn’t take it.” His voice was very soothing, deep, and certain.


“My grandfather made it all look very easy.”


“Your grandfather never seemed to worry, I’ll say that for him. It was very reassuring to work for him when I was just starting out. Take a deep breath.”


She took a deep breath, thinking that it was nice to be instructed once in a while.


“You know, one time your grandfather had me out to help him with a maiden stallion. I don’t remember his breeding. Anyway, we were the only two around, and I was just starting out, and your grandfather was very breezy about the whole thing. You know, at the big studfarms, they’ve got six or seven hands helping with every breeding. But he always said that, if worse came to worst, you could just turn the two out together and they would do it by themselves, so why worry if there were only two of you? But he never stopped whistling, never got in a twist, never communicated any sense that there was anything wrong to the horses. That was the thing he knew. Whatever might seem to be going wrong, everything is a whole lot easier if the horses don’t know about it.”


“Yeah,” said Krista. She sighed. Then she said, “Well, he looked okay when he left, didn’t he?”


“He looked fine. How’s Maia?”


Sam’s beeper went off.


Krista said, “Perfect.” She sighed.


“That’s all you need, then, isn’t it?”


“Yeah.”


They came out of the tackroom, and Krista looked down the aisle of the barn, eleven clean and empty stalls on either side, awaiting the mares that would begin arriving in a few days. Sam said, “He’s the last one?”


“Himself is all I have here for a couple of days. Someday, maybe we’ll have our own mares.”


“I’m sure you will, honey,” he said. “Start slow.”


She followed him to his truck. Himself was standing in the doorway to his stall in the downpour, his ears pricked in their direction, and she could see Pete through the kitchen window, Maia in his arms. “What do I do now?” she said. “There’s nothing to do.”


“Take a nap,” he said.
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