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Chapter 1





The letter arrived on my birthday. All through elementary school, I was kind of mad that my birthday came so early in the year, September 13, because people at school – teachers, students, the ladies in the lunchroom, even the moms – weren’t yet thinking about cupcakes in class or singing ‘Happy Birthday’ at lunch. As the school year progressed, every birthday got to be a bigger and bigger deal, and by March (when the Goldman twins had their birthday), there were party hats and little favours and a big ‘Happy Birthday’ on the blackboard in coloured chalk. On September 13, though, school was too new; no one was tired of it yet, so if Mom sent cookies, sometimes the teacher would forget to hand them out until the end of the day, and then the kids grabbed them, and took them on the school bus, and forgot why they were there. It kind of made me mad and it kind of made me sad.


But in junior high, birthdays at school were a thing of the past for everybody. Even so, Gloria and Stella each brought me something: Stella gave me a small stuffed unicorn, and Gloria brought me a book called C. W. Anderson’s Complete Book of Horses and Horsemanship. This was a big, expensive book, and I guessed that Gloria’s mom had picked it out. No cookies. But the whole setup was different in eighth grade – we went to different classrooms, and not everyone was in all the same classes together. I had English, algebra, and biology with Gloria, and Stella was in our algebra class, and Stella and I had French and social studies. We all had phys ed at the same time, at least until it got cold and we either passed our required swimming tests or gave up on them. After that, Stella said she was going to play basketball – she had been practising her jump shot all summer.


The Big Four had been split up and got mixed around – we didn’t even call them the Big Four any more. It was almost funny to think how they had run the whole seventh grade, and now, three months later, no one paid much attention to them. And so school was dull. It was all business: ‘J’ai une soeur et un frère. Mon frère s’appelle Jean et ma soeur s’appelle Annette’; ‘If A is greater than B, and C is greater than D, and D is less than A, then what is the value of B?’ ‘Christopher Columbus was not the first European to discover the western hemisphere. That honour goes to Leif Eriksson, who was a Viking from Iceland, the son of Erik the Red, who discovered Greenland’; and ‘Even though it looks red, blood consists of red blood cells and white blood cells. These two types of cells have very different functions.’ In eighth grade, it was important to take good notes. I had five different notebooks for my classes. (The fifth was for home economics – ‘All foods are made up of proteins, fats, and starches.’ The boys did woodwork.)


And so school was about the same every day, which I didn’t mind, because there was a lot going on at home, with Black George and Jack and the horses Dad had gotten through Uncle Luke over the summer, that I needed a rest at school, not the sort of rest where you lie down and sleep but the sort of rest where you know what is going to happen every minute even if it isn’t much fun.


I saw the letter when I got off the school bus and took the mail out of the mailbox by the road. It was right on top. What caught my eye was not the address: ‘Mr Mark Lovitt, Oak Valley Ranch’, et cetera, but the return address: ‘Brandt and Carson Agency, 3802 Lovers’ Lane Circle, Dallas, Texas’. I thought that was such a funny address. And the envelope was nice, too, not like a bill. But I didn’t think about it again once I got in the house, because right there, at the kitchen table, was Jem Jarrow, drinking a glass of water and smiling, and Mom was sitting across from him, grinning and saying, ‘Abby! Happy birthday, sweetheart!’


So I threw down my books and the letters and ran upstairs to put on my jeans and boots, and the three of us went out to find Jack. This was my birthday present! A training session with Jem Jarrow! I hadn’t seen him in months, and it was the best birthday present I could have thought of.


Jem was smaller than I remembered, walking in front of me, in those boots that looked like they had moulded themselves around his feet, with his pale straw Stetson pushed back on his head. But no, probably not. It was me who was bigger – I knew I had grown at least two inches since the spring. I was almost as tall as Mom. What Dad said about this was ‘Once your feet stop growing, then you top out,’ which always made Mom laugh, but it was a good question.


Mom had topped out at five-foot-three, size-three shoes, but Dad hadn’t topped out until six feet, size ten, same with my brother Danny. And somewhere back there in Oklahoma, where my grandparents and relatives still lived, was Aunt (or Great-aunt) Alice, who had topped out at five-eleven back when most women didn’t see five-two. ‘You never know when that might crop up again,’ was what Dad said the last time he’d bought me a pair of boots, size five (but a little too big so they would last through the winter), and even though he was smiling, well, you never did know, did you?


Jem was the sort of horse trainer who didn’t expect to come back and tell you the same things over and over – he expected you to learn from him how horses’ minds worked and then to build on what you’d learned. In the spring, he’d helped me with a very grumpy horse that I was rather afraid of. My birthday surprise was that we went to the barn rather than to the gelding corral. Right there in the barn beside the chocolate cake on a card table was Dad holding my eight-month-old colt, Jack. Jack had a red ribbon with a blue bow looped around his neck, and some more ribbons braided into his forelock, and when he saw me, he whinnied and pricked his ears. And even though I had fed him before going to school that morning and I saw him every single day and he always trotted over to the fence as soon as I approached and stretched his head out for a pat, and then followed me to the gate, and was in every way a kind and affectionate horse, there was something about this whinny and the way he tossed his head to say ‘Hey! You’re home! I missed you! Let’s do something!’ that brought tears to my eyes because I was so lucky. So I went up to Dad and took the lead rope out of his hand and led Jack out of the barn, and he turned in a curve around me and then put his head down so I would pat him along the neck, and then he gave a low nicker, just for me.


Jem Jarrow was smiling. He said, ‘Let’s see what this fellow has learned.’ In addition to helping me with Ornery George (who was now sold), Jem had shown me how to give Jack his first lessons in being a good boy.


I led him towards what had once been his pen. It was now the training corral, dusty and tan-coloured, because Dad had brought in a load of sand and the three of us had raked it into the dirt. He had plans for the winter, some way he was going to work the footing so it would drain perfectly after every rainstorm, but there hadn’t been any rain since April, and there probably wouldn’t be any until December, so it was no rush.


The hills that spread up and away were the purest gold this time of year, creased here and there by streambeds and dotted with oaks, rising to the hard, endless, cloudless blue of the sky. Over to the east, around the crown of Rory’s Peak, some of Mr Jordan’s cattle lay under the trees, not stretched out like they were sleeping but heads up and thoughtful, chewing their cud. Mr Jordan had a huge ranch, and he only put cows in this field around this time of year, to save the grass from getting eaten down to the roots. The cows were beautiful, I thought, a special breed of blue Brahmas, with long ears and quiet expressions. They didn’t mind the heat, according to Dad, not like Angus and even Herefords, who had been bred for cool weather. And they were really blue. Once in a while, I liked to ride one of the horses up the hill to the fence line, then get off and pet them through the wire. It was good for the horses to go up and down the hill, and also to get used to the cows, at least a little.


I opened the gate and walked through, making sure that Jack was right with me, neither lagging behind (but he never did that) nor pulling me forwards. He was good. He stepped through, and when I twitched the rope, he swung around and dropped his head. I unbuckled the halter. He waited until I waved him off, and then, having been given permission, he trotted away, tail up, ears pricked, neck arched. The four mares in the mares’ corral looked up from their hay as if he was something to watch.


And he was.


Whatever there had been of the baby in Jack was gone now. His rough foal coat had shed out, leaving smooth, rich silk the colour of dark chocolate, which shaded into mahogany around his nose and on his belly just in front of his stifle. The black of his legs ran above the knees, and his tail had started to grow out – it was no longer fluffy and brown but was beginning to be smooth and black. His mane was still sticking up, thin and soft, but his forelock had begun to grow – it even had a cowlick, right in the centre, and every day when I brushed him, I liked to smooth it together between my fingers. It would hold together for maybe a second, and then the two halves would spring apart again, one half falling to the left and one half falling to the right.


His eyes were big and black, ‘eyes you could knock off with a stick,’ Dad said, but he didn’t mean that in a bad way – he meant that Jack’s eyes were prominent and bright, always looking and always taking things in. Even at eight months old, Jack was quite a sight, or at least I thought so – long-legged still, but muscular and strong, and big. He trotted across the pen and then swept around and sped up and then crossed in front of me, his neck arched. Then he sprang off his hind legs. Everyone was quiet until Dad said in his usual way, ‘Useless animal, if you ask me,’ but he said it in a voice that showed that usefulness wasn’t everything – sheer gorgeousness was worth something, too. Maybe.


Jem Jarrow said, ‘Usefulness is in the eye of the beholder, I think.’ He went into the centre of the pen with his rope coiled in his right hand and stood there, not doing anything, just watching the horse.


Then Jack realised that he was free. The first thing he did was rear up, with a little squeal, and stretch his forelegs upward. He stayed like that for what seemed like a long time, and then dropped and galloped across the pen, kicking up and squealing. In the other corner, he turned suddenly towards Jem and reared again, this time looking right at him – not stretching his forelegs out but curling them in, as if to say, Look at me! Look what I can do! But I would never hurt you!


He stood up like that, once again, for a long moment, and then actually took a step on his hind legs like a circus horse, and Jem Jarrow laughed. Jack came down and trotted across the pen in front of us, snorting and full of himself. Then Jem lifted the coil of rope and turned his body. Jack went right to his circle at a fast trot. Jem kept the coil lifted, and Jack flicked his ear towards it, knowing that that meant for him to keep going. After four circuits, Jem lowered the coil and Jack slowed down. When Jem stepped back, Jack stepped under and spun inwards, then headed in the other direction. Jem hardly had to lift his rope at all – Jack just kept trotting, arching his neck and sometimes tossing his head. It was a beautiful sight. I felt myself getting mesmerised. And then Jem called out, ‘He’s quick, all right, and proud. But you’ve done a good job, Miss Abby. He’s ready as can be for the next step.’


That was the best birthday present ever.


I said, ‘What’s the next step?’


Jem motioned to me to come to the middle of the pen. When I got there, we stood quietly. After a minute or two, Jack, who had been walking along the side of the pen, turned and walked towards us, his ears pricked. Jem stood quietly, the coil down. When Jack stopped in front of us, looking at us, Jem slipped the coil over his neck. Then we stood there for another few moments. Jack’s ears flicked back and forth. Jem slowly, and in a relaxed way, took a few steps along Jack’s left side, and then went around behind him, bringing the rope across below his tail, then he took a step and another step along his right side.


Jack was now wrapped in the rope. Jem exerted just a little pressure, Jack flicked his ears and then turned away from Jem and unwound himself. It seemed like no big deal. It seemed like the natural thing to do. But it wasn’t. Lots of horses wouldn’t think to unwind themselves; they would panic and pull back or try to pull their legs out and maybe get tangled up. Unwinding himself was just what you wanted a horse to do. Jem did this again to the left, and then twice to the right, and then he had me hold the rope and do the winding. By the time I was done with two turns in each direction, Jack was hardly letting himself be wound – as soon as he felt the least pressure from the rope, he simply followed it, looking at me and waiting for the next thing.


The next thing was important, too. I left the pen, and Jem lassoed Jack’s forefoot. You can say he lassoed it, but really, he more or less offered a loop, Jack stepped into it, and Jem tightened the loop. Jack startled and then lifted his foot, but then he put it down. They stood there for a moment. Jem loosened the rope, and Jack stepped out of it. After that, Jem did the same thing with each foot. When he was doing the back feet, Jack was more worried – he kicked out and tried to jump away, but finally, he stood quietly. Mom said, ‘What’s he doing this for?’


Dad said, ‘My guess, he wants the horse to learn to stop and stand still if it gets caught in something. Good idea, too. My cousin Cal had a mare who got caught in a loose strand of barbed wire when we were kids. By the time we found her, she’d cut herself to the bone trying to get free. Had to put her down. Cal cried for days.’


We all shook our heads.


I said, ‘We ought to teach all of them this.’


Dad said, ‘We ought to.’


But it was the sort of ‘We ought to’ that he said when I said, ‘Let’s go to Hawaii,’ or ‘Let’s make the training pen round.’ He meant it, but he also meant, Who has time for that? And in fact, who did? Including Jack and Black George, we had nine horses, which was a lot. We were both riding four horses every day, and even Mom was riding – Lincoln and Jefferson, two quiet horses who were good on the trail. Mom got on them each three times a week and rode them around the ranch at a walk. Dad was going to sell them to someone as trail horses – maybe one of the resorts over by the coast. Dad would say, ‘It’s okay if you fall off – they have to learn to stop and stand there if you do.’


Mom said, ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’


Jem called me into the arena. He had put Jack’s halter on him again, the one with the long lead rope, and he showed me how to use that rope to give Jack a little winding and unwinding practice. He said, ‘Not all the time. But once in a while. We don’t want to work him like a two-year-old – he’s just a baby. But the sooner he learns a few things, the more they get to be second nature to him.’


‘Like keeping quiet when he’s caught in something.’


‘Just like that.’


Then he showed me how to snake the end of the rope around his ankles and forelegs, just quickly, just to get him used to it, so he wouldn’t flinch and wouldn’t try to get away. I did it a few times. Jack was alert, but he didn’t move. Jem said, ‘You got a rope of your own?’


‘No.’


‘Well, practise a little with your Dad’s rope, and we can try this sometime. I worked with a horse on the ranch a couple of years ago, just like this. ’Bout six months later, I had that fella in a pipe pen with some other horses. I fed the three of them and then went off to do some other work. When I came back an hour later, that one was lying down flat on his side, and he had his front ankle wedged under the pipe pen. He was just lying there. And he just lay there quietly until I managed to get his foot out of there, which took me ten minutes, anyway. Horse who’s caught has got to let himself be caught and be patient about it. It’s not second nature for them.’


The whole time, we were snaking the rope around under Jack’s feet, and he was standing there like it was nothing, just staring at Jem and then at me. Jem stopped and patted Jack in a long stroke down his neck. I couldn’t help myself, I kissed him on the nose.


Jem took a piece of chocolate cake away with him, and then, after he was gone, since it was still light and a nice day, I got on Black George and Dad got on his favourite, one I had named Lester. We took them to the arena while Mom went in the house to cook something mysterious that was probably fried chicken, since that was my favourite.


Lester was a buckskin, really golden with a black mane and tail, about five years old, and a horse Dad might have kept for himself if Dad did that sort of thing, which I had never seen him do. Dad had gotten Lester from a man up by Hollister, who was leaving town very suddenly and wasn’t saying why. Dad guessed that he owed a lot of money to someone and he didn’t want Lester to have to be part of that payment. Dad and Mom talked about this for a couple of nights – I could hear them from my room, since the windows were open – and Mom didn’t like it, but Dad said that the man had just gotten in over his head and however we felt about him walking away from his debts, it was not right for a good horse like Lester to have to pay the price, since once the bank got a hold of him, there was no telling where he would end up. So we got Lester. He had been with us for about three months, and I knew Dad would sell him, but only, as he said, ‘If the right party comes along.’


Black George, in the meantime, was as good as gold and had been all summer, and we had him entered in the October show over on the coast. I was to ride in two classes, and Miss Slater was to help us with Black George for three classes ‘gratis’, which meant ‘for free’. Dad said that ‘gratis’ was all very well, but when she saw Black George jump, she would be quick as a bunny finding him a new owner, and she would get her commission, which was worth gratis any day.


I hadn’t seen Miss Slater, who taught English-style riding out at a big, fancy barn on the coast, for months, though we talked once in a while on the phone about the pony we’d sold to her client, which she named Gallant Man after a famous racehorse. The girl we’d sold the pony to, Melinda, had spent the summer down south, wherever they lived, maybe it was Hollywood, or maybe it was Brentwood – one of the woods –  and then stayed there to go to school ‘because of the divorce’. I can’t say that I missed Melinda, but I can’t say that I didn’t, either. I thought about her and wondered about her. Missing someone is more about wanting to be with them. I missed Danny.


Black George wasn’t terribly black any more – he had been standing out in the sunshine all summer, so across his back he was a little faded and red. But other than that, he was fine-looking and in excellent condition – all summer long, two days a week, I had ridden him up and down hills for at least an hour. It had been a little scary at first, because he was young and didn’t know how to go down a hill with a rider on him. He had to learn to bend his hocks and stifles and relax his back while keeping his head and neck balanced. I had to remember to ask him to do these things by sitting up straight with my heels down and my shoulders and head relaxed but square and my seat deep in the saddle. It was a little like sledging down a big hill in one of those saucer sledges – you sat deep and felt the horse going down just a little in front of you.


It was good for his muscles to go up hills – for that, you leaned forward and let him put his head down and climb, except that after a few weeks, Black George got pretty strong and made it clear to me that he wanted to trot or canter up, and I let him. It was fun. At any rate, as a result of this plus our other work, and also because he lived outside and ran around with the other geldings, he was muscular and fit. Dad expected to get a lot of money for him, maybe five or six thousand dollars.


The show we were taking him to was the key. Dad had picked out a set of classes in the local hunter division. The fences would be three feet. Three feet was easy as pie for Black George, and only about three inches taller than the fences I had jumped with the pony, while Black George was eight inches taller than the pony and had much longer legs. We had jumped all sorts of things over the summer, and Black George had liked it – the stacked hay bales, the kitchen chairs set in a row, a length of picket fence, a length of picket fence with a tablecloth hanging over it, a row of Mom’s potted geraniums (which were pretty tall) sitting on a bench, the bench itself with another bench on top of it. About the only thing we hadn’t jumped was regular poles between two standards, the very thing that you were supposed to jump at a horse show. But Dad and Miss Slater had made a plan, and we were to go over to the stable a week before the show and try some of those.


Now we walked, trotted, and cantered Lester and Black George around the arena, and I was reminded of lessons I had taken on Black George with Jem Jarrow. I made myself not be lazy and remember what it felt like to make him bend to the inside and balance himself around the turns, what it felt like to ask him to step under, what it felt like when he lifted his front end and relaxed his back. What it felt like was heaven. The really interesting part was that after he got used to it again (I had been lazy for what seemed like months), he was happier, too, and went along full of energy and quiet all at the same time.


Earlier in the day, Dad had ridden Happy, a new one he thought he could sell as a cow horse, so all we were left with were Sprinkles and Sunshine. We rode them until almost dark. Dad had someone coming to look at Sprinkles over the weekend. Her best thing was her trot – she could trot all day and it was comfortable and smooth. ‘She would have made a great mailman’s horse,’ he said, ‘back in the old days when they delivered mail on horseback. But there’s always a use for a horse that can cover ground.’ Sunshine hadn’t discovered her talents yet. I was beginning to think maybe she didn’t have anything special, but she was a kind, friendly horse and I liked her.


When we went in for dinner, I saw that it was fried chicken and twice-baked potatoes, and there was a card at my plate from Danny, and Dad didn’t say a word about it, even about the ten-dollar bill that fell out of the envelope. That was a letter in the mail that I hadn’t noticed.
















Chapter 2





It was the next night, after dinner, that Dad showed me the letter from Lovers’ Lane Circle. It read:




Dear Mr Lovitt,


My name is Howard W. Brandt. I am a private investigator with the Brandt and Carson Agency, in Dallas, Texas. We have been engaged to look into the circumstances surrounding the transfer of ownership of a horse, to you, from a Mr Robert Hogarth, of By Golly Horse Sales of Lawton, Oklahoma. It is our understanding that you purchased four horses from Mr Hogarth on November 12 of last year and that you transported these animals to your home in California. It is our belief that one of these animals may have been a dark bay mare, aged nine, named Alabama Lady, who was in foal to a stallion belonging to Mr Warner Wilson Matthews III. Alabama Lady disappeared from Mr Matthews’s property, Wheatsheaf Ranch, on or about October 1 of last year, along with three other mares. Please let us know by return mail if you purchased a mare who produced a foal early this year.


Unfortunately, the mare has no white markings. She is about sixteen hands tall, of medium build. She has a cowlick on either side of her neck, about four inches back from her ears, and she also has a cowlick in her forelock, which prevents her forelock from falling smoothly forward. She has no other distinguishing marks. She was tattooed on the underside of her upper lip at the racetrack as a two-year-old, but this tattoo may have faded or be unreadable. Mr Matthews is most interested in tracing this mare, as she is well bred and has produced excellent foals. There is a reward for her return.


Thank you for your attention.


Yours truly,


Howard W. Brandt





All I could say after I read this letter was ‘I guess we figured he’s a thoroughbred, huh?’


‘And a good one,’ said Dad.


At first, that was all I thought about it – that now we knew that Jack was a real thoroughbred, with a pedigree as long as your arm. I went out before bed and walked over to the gelding corral. Jack was standing beside Black George, and both had their heads down. Lester was stretched out on his side a little ways out in the pasture, and Lincoln and Jefferson were snuffling around for bits of hay or grass. I didn’t call or say anything – sometimes it’s more fun to watch the horses do what they want to, even when they don’t want to do much. Just then, Black George lay down, giving a long groan, as if he was too tired to stand on his feet any more. Jack looked at him for a moment, then gave him a push with his nose. Black George didn’t respond, so Jack tossed his head and trotted over to Lincoln and Jefferson. They each pinned their ears a little bit, to remind him who the grown-ups were, but then Lincoln, who was a little younger than Jefferson, squealed and kicked up. Then he and Jack galloped for a few strides. Right then I could see that Jack was the thoroughbred – he kept up perfectly with Lincoln and had more energy. When Lincoln dropped to a trot after half a dozen strides, Jack kept on going to the pasture fence and then trotted back. His ears were pricked and he was ready to play.


I whistled and he turned towards me, all alert now. When he saw me, he trotted straight over. I petted him on the head and around the eyes, and I smoothed his forelock. So that’s where he got it. I whispered, ‘Alabama Lady. That’s a nice name.’ We, of course, had called her Jewel, like all of the other mares. Brown Jewel, which wasn’t much of a name at all. You couldn’t even think of a precious stone, like a sapphire or a ruby, that was a brown jewel. For a while after Jack was born, I called her Pearl in my own mind, but I didn’t say it out loud, and it made me sad that we hadn’t named her something prettier than Brown Jewel.


It was only in the middle of the night, after I woke up from a dream about Danny calling Mom and telling her he had driven his car all the way to France (‘Paris est une grande ville en France. À Paris, les Parisiens fait beaucoup des choses agréables!’ or something like that), that I realised that there was more to the discovery of Jack’s mom than I had been thinking about. I had spent so much time with him from the day he was born, and had thought about him so much, and loved him so much, that it hadn’t occurred to me he wasn’t my horse. But maybe, in actual fact, he wasn’t.


After that, I didn’t go to sleep for a long time, and when I did get up, I was so tired feeding the horses that I slept on the school bus in spite of the fact that two of the seventh-grade boys were throwing a Wiffle ball back and forth over my head from the front of the bus all the way to the rear, and the bus driver pulled over to take the ball away from them, at which point, one of the boys threw it out the open window. That I could have this kind of fuss going on all around me and still doze off showed just how tired I was.


All through English and biology, Gloria was staring at me, and she even had to poke me at one point and say, ‘Wake up, she’s looking at you!’ At lunch, before Stella sat down (she was talking to Linda A.), Gloria said, ‘So what’s wrong with you? You look like they pulled you feet-first through a privet hedge.’ Gloria loved this saying. It must have been one her dad used. I had no idea what it meant, really, but I always gave her a smile when she said it. This time, I told her, ‘I might have to give up Jack.’


‘You’re kidding! Doesn’t your dad realise yet that that would kill you?’


 ‘It’s not—’


‘Well, I don’t mean literally kill you.’


‘I know. But what’s the difference? Anyway, Dad has nothing to do with it. Remember the mare, Brown Jewel, his mom – I mean, his dam?’


‘Yes. She died.’


‘Well, this guy wrote and said that she belonged to someone and somehow got away, and maybe the guy who sold her to us shouldn’t have.’


‘But the mom died.’


‘Dad’s going to tell this guy that. He’s a private investigator.’


It was at this point that I realised that the person behind me was listening to us. I bent down and whispered, ‘From Texas. He’s a private detective from Texas.’


‘Well, your dad paid the money. It’s not his fault whatever happened to the mare. Didn’t you say that she was kind of a mess when you got her?’


‘She was thin, and her feet were all cracked and broken.’


‘Well, if you got a horse who was a mess, and you saved her, then it isn’t fair—’


Now the person behind me cleared his throat, and I turned around and saw that it was Brian Connelly. I hadn’t realised that he was sitting there. He sniffed and said, ‘That’s accepting stolen goods.’


‘Excuse me?’ said Gloria.


‘If you buy something that’s been stolen, that’s accepting stolen goods. You can go to jail for that. I saw about that on The F.B.I.’


Gloria said, ‘Do you learn everything you know from television, Brian?’ Then she turned her back to him and pushed me down the bench, saying, ‘Don’t listen to him. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’


I glanced back at Brian. It was true, he didn’t always know, or often know, what he was talking about, but maybe this time he did. Now Stella came over, sat down, and opened her lunch bag. She pulled out an apple and an orange. She said, ‘This morning, I saw I lost four pounds. That’s since Sunday.’


Gloria looked into Stella’s bag. She said, ‘That’s all you’re having for lunch?’


‘I’m not hungry. I don’t know if I will be able to eat this much.’


Well, it was a big orange. Gloria said, ‘Listen to this,’ but then I caught her eye and shook my head. She pursed her lips and gave me a little nod. Stella said, ‘I have a small frame, so I should weigh no more than 108. I’ll be there in a week at this rate.’


Gloria said, ‘I could never eat just an apple and an orange for lunch. Never in a million years.’ She took a bite out of her peanut-butter sandwich.




*





That night after dinner, Dad showed me the letter he had written to Mr Brandt. It read:




Dear Mr Brandt,


Thank you for your letter. Among the horses I purchased from By Golly Horse Sales in November, there was a brown mare. I paid $650 for her. She was in poor condition, and I was told by the manager of By Golly Horse Sales that she had been there less than ten days. I could see that she was a nice horse, though. She did foal out a colt in the middle of January, but I am sorry to say that she died about a month later, probably of colic.


I was away from my ranch at the time.


Yours truly,


Mark Lovitt


Oak Valley Ranch





Mom was sitting across the kitchen table when he handed me this letter, and then they both sat there while I read it, and then they both looked at me when I was finished, so I knew that we were having a talk. I pushed the letter to the centre of the table.


Dad said, ‘You never know what the Lord will bring us, Abby.’


‘The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.’ I said this so that he wouldn’t have to.


‘He isn’t necessarily going to take anything away,’ was what Mom said, then I heard Dad draw his breath in through his nose the way he did when he was trying to be careful.


He said, ‘To be honest with you, Abby, I don’t know any more about this than these two letters. Brown Jewel was a brown mare. She had no markings, and I don’t remember her cowlicks, if I ever looked at them. Sixteen-hand brown mares are about as unremarkable as a horse could be. Bobby Hogarth wasn’t even there for those weeks, because he was in the hospital with pneumonia, and it didn’t strike me that the fellow who was running the place had much sense, so I’m not jumping to conclusions about who Brown Jewel was or where she came from. I suggest that you put this letter out of your mind.’


I nodded.


Mom said, ‘Brown Jewel was Brown Jewel. Don’t make her into this mare until we know more, okay?’


I nodded again. I didn’t say a thing about Jack’s cowlick.


I went upstairs and did my homework, then I took a bath and went to bed. As I was lying there, I could hear the front door slam through my open window, and I knew that Dad was going out to check the horses one last time. I realised, of course, that I could pray. We prayed for all sorts of things. But there were rules about praying, and one of them was that you could not petition the Lord. You could not decide what you wanted and then pray for that. You always had to pray for the right thing to happen, and, as anyone could tell you, the right thing to happen wasn’t always the thing you wished for. Personally, I always wondered if breaking this rule about petitioning the Lord meant that you were less likely to get whatever it was you wanted than you would have been if you hadn’t petitioned the Lord. Rules were rules, as everyone knew, and breaking them was a risky business.


On the other hand, if I prayed for the right thing to happen, I thought, wasn’t that being dishonest? If someone was going to come and take Jack away from us, I wasn’t sure I would want that even if it were the right thing. So, I didn’t pray. And if the Lord was my personal saviour, then he would know what was going on, anyway, without me telling him. I sat up and looked out the window towards the gelding pasture, and listened for the low sounds of the horses. But I thought no thoughts and said no prayers. That seemed to be the safest thing to do.




*





My birthday present was Jem Jarrow coming for two sessions, and the second session was Saturday morning. The weather was so warm those days that Mom was tending to the windows all day long – shades down, shades up, windows open, windows closed, fan on, fan off, all depending on whether it was warming up outside or cooling off, and whether the outside temperature was cooler or warmer than the inside temperature. As for the horses, we had one trail that ran down along the creek, in the shade of some trees, and there were a few places where the creek still had water in it, though only about six inches. We would ride the trail and stand in the water and call it a day. But when Jem Jarrow showed up, I forgot about the heat. Jack didn’t seem to care and neither did Jem Jarrow – he was dressed in his same clothes, and his sleeves weren’t even rolled up.


We took Jack to the pen, which at least was on the west side of the barn and a little in the shade. I took off the halter. Jack trotted around me, tossing his head, then stopped at the gate and gave Jem a sniff or two. Jem stood quietly, as usual, and let Jack smell his hands and his shirt, then he stroked his neck and gently waved him off. Jack came towards me, but then something caught his eye and he snorted and kicked out. I went out of the pen and Jem came in. He had his coil of rope. For a few minutes, he encouraged Jack in his running around. Bit by bit, Jack started paying attention to him, and pretty soon he was trotting his best trot, slightly curved away from Jem, his head and neck and back and even his tail loose and relaxed. Jem let him do this for a while, then turned his body so that Jack came into the centre.


Jem uncoiled his rope and laid the loop – a fairly small loop – on the ground. After a moment, Jack stepped his left foot into it, and Jem tightened the rope around his ankle. Jack tried to pull his foot away, but only for a second. Almost immediately, he seemed to remember the lesson from three days before. He put his hoof down flat on the ground and looked at Jem. Jem tightened the rope a little. After a moment of thought, Jack picked up his foot and set it down again, a little closer to Jem. Jem loosened the rope and gave Jack a quick pat on the neck. Then he tightened the rope again. This time, Jack picked up his foot right away and held it up until Jem pulled it with the rope. It was almost as if he were guiding Jack to put his foot down in exactly the right place. I said, ‘Why are you doing that?’


He did it one more time – tension on the rope, foot comes up, tension on the rope, foot sets down a step ahead. Of course, the other feet were following along, but Jack and Jem were only paying attention to the foot with the rope around the ankle.


Jem said, ‘Well, for one thing, if he gets something wrapped around his foot – say, out in the pasture – that thing isn’t always going to stay in one place. There are lots of ways for a horse to get caught or stuck. Sometimes, he needs to react by going along, not just by standing still. But in addition to that, this is another thing I’m asking him to do. I’m asking him to come along with me. It’s the same as a halter or a rope around his neck, but it’s around his foot. That’s worth knowing.’


 ‘You mean, no matter what, when you want him to come along with you, he’s got to come along with you.’


‘That’s right, Miss Abby,’ said Jem.


They worked at this for another few minutes. Jack got used to it. He stopped looking down at his foot, and his ears stopped flicking back and forth, and pretty soon, as soon as he felt the pull of the rope, he stepped forwards until Jem turned towards him and in that way told him not to.


After the left front came the right front. A horse, my Dad says, has two brains, a left brain and a right brain, and the two aren’t always as connected as they could be. Sometimes, the horse will know something perfectly well on the right and then not know the same thing at all on the left, like taking the left lead at the canter or taking the right lead. Dad always said that a horse being right-handed or left-handed came from how they lay inside the mare before they were born. I don’t know if that is true. But at any rate, you had to teach the right side and then you had to teach the left side, and vice versa, in order for both sides of the brain, and both sides of the body, to develop equally.


Just a few days earlier, maybe a day or two before my birthday, I had said this very thing to Kyle Gonzalez, because Kyle was writing out our English sentences in study hall with his left hand. I happened to know from when we did our mission project that Kyle was right-handed, but when I asked him about it, he said he was developing the right side of his brain, and so he was writing with his left hand every other day and with his right hand every other day. At home, he practised hitting tennis balls against the back wall of the garage, right-handed one day and left-handed the next day. Kyle Gonzalez thought of things to do that no one else ever thought of. But he seemed interested when I told him about horses, interested in a Kyle sort of way, where you knew he was going to go look that up when he got the chance, and then he would put that idea away in his brain somewhere in case he needed it at some future date.


When Jem put the rope around Jack’s right ankle, he seemed less able to do what Jem wanted him to do than with the left. The first time, he tried to pull his ankle away, and even reared up a little, but Jem looked like he hardly even noticed. He just held the rope steady until Jack decided to come down again. Then Jack tried to back up, but Jem didn’t let him pull his foot away, and so Jack just put it down where it had been before.


Then Jack did a funny thing – he kept his front feet where they were but leaned way back, like he was a cat, stretching. Still, Jem didn’t do much. He was waiting for Jack to figure out that stepping forwards was easier than trying to get away. There was a long minute, and then Jack picked up the right foot with the rope around it and took a step. Then the other feet followed, and pretty soon, he was walking around the pen, following Jem. He walked fairly evenly, but he never got as smooth as he had on the left – sometimes, he looked down and flicked his ears, as if to say, ‘What is this thing around my ankle?’ It made me laugh.


We must have worked on that for fifteen minutes or so, then Jem put the rope around his neck again and worked him around the pen until he was moving along easily and happily. After he was finished, I put the halter on him and rubbed him down with the chamois. Jem said, ‘When you’re doing that, you could say, “Shhhh, shhhhh” in a low voice.’ When I tried it, Jack put his head down and got really quiet. After a minute or two, it made me feel kind of sleepy, too. I even put my arm over Jack’s back and closed my eyes for a second, not something you would think you wanted to do with a colt, but for that second, I felt like we were taking a little bitty nap. Then I smoothed the chamois over his face and around his ears. He yawned twice while I was taking him to the gelding pasture.


Jem Jarrow called out a good-bye, and I thought maybe these lessons were the best we’d ever had, but it is also true that some things you do just get better and better, and every time you do them, it seems like that was the best time ever.


By the time Jack and I were finished, it was starting to get hot, really hot, even though it wasn’t ten a.m. when I went back to the house for a glass of water. I saw that Mom had taken the thermometer inside ‘for a rest’, which she sometimes did if she couldn’t stand looking at it any more. She said, ‘We can feel if it gets above a hundred. We don’t have to know it.’


She was ready, though – just putting on her boots. I was going to take Lester and she was going to take Lincoln, and we were going to ride down to the creek and back up again. I changed into a T-shirt.


Everything was just normal (though hot) while we were going down to the creek. Mom was in front on Lincoln, who was an easygoing, sure-footed horse, reliable enough so that Mom actually enjoyed riding him, and I was on Lester, who usually had more spirit and wanted to be in the lead but for today had given up all his opinions because of the heat. He was content to plod along behind Lincoln and keep his eye out for the stray leaf or blade of golden grass that he might enjoy. We were almost at the creek when Mom said, ‘What’s that?’


I looked around, but I didn’t see anything.


She said, ‘Over there. Across the creek. It went behind that tree.’


I turned my head and saw a movement, but only that. Mom sat up and Lincoln came to a halt. Whatever it was couldn’t be much, because the horses didn’t care one way or the other. Lester turned his head, and his ears went forwards, but his body didn’t tense up. And then a head peeked from behind the tree. It was a brown head with flop ears and a white stripe running up between its eyes. It looked at us and went behind the tree again. Mom said, ‘Someone’s dog! Way out here! That one must be really lost.’ She urged Lincoln towards the creek and Lester followed. The dog did not appear on either side of the tree. When both horses were standing in the water, Mom put her hand out towards me and said, ‘Shh.’


We waited.


Lester dropped his head and took a drink, then pricked his ears. I saw the dog after he did – it had moved back into the shadows of the trees, but it was still looking at us. When Lincoln snorted, it tensed as if it was going to run away, but then Lincoln didn’t move, so the dog didn’t move, either.


‘Big boy,’ said Mom. ‘Looks like a shepherd mix.’


We sat there.


Mom loved dogs. My grandfather Jasper Rankin had all kinds of dogs – he would do any type of hunting, but he liked trailing things the best. Usually, it was raccoons, and some of his dogs were coonhounds, but he would trail anything. Once he tracked a little girl who ran away from her kindergarten and got lost, and another time he tracked two men who robbed a bank. Often, in deer-hunting season, someone who wounded a deer but didn’t kill it would call my grandfather and have him find the deer. Once, he took his dogs up to Wisconsin and tracked a couple of bears. When I was a little girl in Oklahoma, I was used to being around lots of dogs; once, when I was two, they found me on Christmas afternoon, worn out and sleeping in the back hall among the coonhounds. I’m sure I was very warm, but I didn’t remember it.


Dad liked dogs, too, but he was allergic to them, and so he had never had a dog after he was about seven, and my grandmother and grandfather Lovitt figured out that it was the dogs that were making Dad wheeze and cough. Once he and Mom got married, my grandparents got a dog again, but whenever Dad visited them, the dog had to go out to the garage. He was the only person we knew who was allergic to dogs. He couldn’t visit my Rankin grandparents at all – they had to come to our house if they wanted to see us.


Mom gave Lincoln a little kick, and he walked to the edge of the creek. He was just about to step up onto the bank, but Mom didn’t let him. She leaned forward in the saddle. The dog hadn’t moved – in fact, he was sitting, though sitting alertly, as if he could move if he had to. Mom said, in a low voice, ‘Hey, Buddy, hey, Buddy, hey, Buddy.’ The dog’s ears were forward, and he was looking at her. He was as big as a pointer or a retriever, at least. Bigger. Mom said, ‘What’s your name what’s your name what’s your name.’ Then she said to me, ‘Pretty dog. Not a mutt, I don’t think.’
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