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Chapter 1



All summer long, Mom and Dad talked about the temperature. I would have thought that since they’d been living in California now for nine years, they would have got used to the weather, but no. It wasn’t that they complained; it was that they were always amazed. Now it was fifty degrees Fahrenheit, now it was seventy, now it was a hundred, and all in the space of one day. In Oklahoma in the summer, it was always a hundred. That’s what they said.

No matter how hot it was at our place (and yesterday it was a hundred), I knew to take a sweater when I went to the coast to teach Melinda Anniston and Ellen Leinsdorf, which I did every Saturday, even though my broken arm was healed and I had plenty of horses to ride. There were several reasons to go – Dad liked the income and experience for me, Mom liked the chance to do her shopping, and I liked both the girls and also their pony, Gallant Man, a pony that we had owned and sold to Melinda when her family had plenty of money, but that Ellen was now leasing half-time while the Annistons continued to fight about their divorce. This, Mom said, could take years. I also liked seeing Jane Slater, who always had something up her sleeve. Jane was neat and tidy every day, perfectly groomed and usually with a serious look on her face, but underneath that exterior was a person who liked to try things, and also liked me to try things, so when she came up to me after Ellen said goodbye and the groom, Rodney Lemon, took Gallant Man away to give him a bath, I knew she had a plan.

She said, ‘Oh, Abby, time to put in our entry blanks for the show next week.’

‘I thought we had to do that last week.’

‘Well, it is our show, so I reserve for myself the privilege of being a little late. Anyway, I’ve put both Ellen and Melinda in two classes. Melinda is in the two-foot pony hunters, one over fences and one on the flat, which I think she can do in one day without fainting from anxiety, and Ellen is in two walk-trot equitation classes, one on the flat and one over fences, but the fences are just cavalletti poles, hardly nine inches off the ground, just to teach the kids how to steer around a course.’

‘She could do more.’

‘But her mother couldn’t stand it, so I think if her mother sees her do this, she’ll be reassured and we can move forward at a brisker pace.’ She meant let Ellen do what she wanted to do, which was jump jump jump.

Jane looked me up and down. ‘Have you bought your boots yet?’

I nodded. Mom had finally given me permission to use some of the money I’d earned to buy a pair of black show boots, all the way to my knees, beautiful, soft, and gleaming, but she had made me buy them a size too large, in case I was still growing. I said, ‘I’ve been breaking them in for ten days.’

‘How do they feel?’

‘Better. I can get my heels down now. Before, they were too stiff.’

Jane nodded, then said, ‘I know you wanted them for a long time, and I always think they are the perfect example of a certain thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘That getting what you want can be a little bit of a burden.’

‘I’ve already soaped them four times.’

‘There you go.’

‘But they look great.’

She hugged me.

As we walked towards the car park, she said, ‘There’s another thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Well, I talked Peter Finneran, the judge for the show, into staying an extra four days and giving a clinic after the show is over, and I want you to ride in it.’

‘What’s a clinic?’

‘That’s when a famous equestrian gives three days of costly group lessons to those who sign up. It’s very intensive, and you can learn a lot. Your trainers, who know you, might be overlooking things they ought to be seeing. The clinician picks them up. Peter Finneran is absolutely the most famous rider in the East now. Since we have him in California for a week, we need to keep him here and try to get some wisdom out of him. I already have trainers calling me from LA and San Francisco to sign up. I want you in there.’

‘On Blue?’

‘Yes, you can take Blue.’

‘He’s not jumping over three feet.’

‘That’s fine for the first day anyway.’

‘How much is it?’

‘I’ll discuss that with your dad. I’ll call him.’ We stopped. I could see Mom’s car at the gate. Jane said, ‘Anyway, I put your name on Melinda’s and Ellen’s entry blanks as their trainer. You’ll get paid for that,’ and she patted me on the shoulder and walked away, waving to Mom. I didn’t know what to think, but then I never knew what to think when Jane came up with an idea.

Mom leaned over and gave me a peck on the cheek when I got into the car. ‘Here. I bought you an egg-salad sandwich at the sandwich place beside the store. I know you have a lot to do this afternoon. It’s downright chilly here and it was only seventy-four in town. I’m pretty sure it’s cooled off at home.’ She handed me the sandwich. And a sugar cookie. And a bottle of Coke. She even had an opener to pop off the cap. We didn’t have Cokes very often.

The first thing Mom did when we got home was check the temperature. She exclaimed, ‘Seventy-six! I thought so!’ and went into the house after patting our dog, Rusty, on the head. She slammed the door, and Rusty lay down on the porch and rolled over. I suppose she knew Mom was watching, because Mom then opened the door with a laugh and gave Rusty a dog biscuit.

You couldn’t tell any more that I had broken my arm almost five months earlier, falling off Danny’s horse before she was Danny’s horse – Happy, or Happily Ever After, which was her show name. Danny had just won two reining classes on her at the local rodeo. It was like they were welded together – whatever move she made, he was right with her. They hadn’t gone in any roping classes, but I had seen Happy watching the calves. I imagined her slipping away and trotting over to where they were, saying, ‘Excuse me, excuse me. I have business over here. These calves need me.’

My arm didn’t hurt, and the bump that had been there when they took the cast off was gone. I had also built the muscles back up and both of my forearms looked the same now – a little brown and a little muscly. I made sure to work the left arm, the broken one, just a little more than the right one – to carry my books on the left, to open doors with the left, to carry my saddle on the left. Thinking about it reminded me to do the same for the horses – always work the weak side a little more than the strong side.

We had seven horses now. Amazon, Foxy, Jefferson, Sprinkles, and Happy had moved on, leaving Lincoln, Jack, and Blue. In June, Uncle Luke had brought us a full load, four mares: Lady, Morning Glory, Nobby, and Oh My. Oh My was a beautiful Overo Paint, black and white with one blue eye and a question mark on her shoulder. When people saw her, they said, ‘Oh my!’ Dad didn’t expect to have her long. Nobby was a dark bay – Dad thought she had some Tennessee Walker in her by the way she was built. She was very comfortable, even though Dad hadn’t asked her to ‘walk’ yet. He rode her out because she was good at covering ground and very surefooted: ‘Couldn’t resist’ was all he said about her. Morning Glory was another pony (‘Californians just love ponies!’ he said), and I could ride her, but only just, and I hoped Dad would sell her soon and then admit to himself that I was growing up. Lady was a lady – a bay Quarter-horse mare with a star shaped like a rectangle and the cowlick smack in the middle (you could measure it). She would make a good ranch horse, parade horse, whatever. In the old days, horses like Lady were the only ones Dad really wanted to buy, because they were the most useful and easiest to sell, but after Black George and Gallant Man and Foxy, he had realised that Californians were different from Oklahomans – the stranger a horse was, the more they liked him or her. That afternoon, I was to ride Blue, Oh My and Nobby, and also to work Jack in the pen. My real plan, since Dad was in town and it was only seventy-six degrees, was to let Jack play around in the arena while I rode Blue.

I went straight to the barn, grabbed my saddle and Blue’s bridle, took them over to the arena, and hung them on the fence. Blue worked in the arena four or five days a week – even though he had been afraid there when we first got him, he was now perfectly at home, and never flicked an ear at the cones or the poles lying along the fence line or the saw-horse in the middle. Rusty could slip under the fence and run right in front of him and he didn’t even sidestep.

First I got Jack – put on the halter and lead rope and made him walk along properly, about a foot behind my shoulder on my right side, with the rope loose between us. Every couple of steps I stopped suddenly, and he was supposed to pay attention and stop, too. Once I sped up to a fast walk, and he kept pace with me but didn’t get excited or get ahead. He was eighteen months old now and knew to keep his eye on me and mind his manners. Most of the time he did what he was supposed to do, but not always. Dad said he was ‘full of himself’; Jem Jarrow, our trainer, said he was ‘a character’; and Danny said he was ‘a real little man’. I just thought he was a thing of beauty. I opened the gate and led him in, turned him, got him to make eye contact with me, then took off the halter. He paused for about one second and then leapt into the air with a squeal. I went back for Blue.

Blue was seven years old, a grown-up horse, but also, I was sure, a Thoroughbred. I myself had bought him on the spur of the moment from Jane after his previous owner died in a car accident. No one knew anything about him or about his previous owner, and for a while that had made me really nervous. He did not have a tattoo under his upper lip, which would show that he had raced, but he had the Thoroughbred look – elegant, slim head, long legs, prominent withers – and he had a beautiful floating canter, wonderful to watch and even more wonderful to ride. Riding his canter put me in sort of a daze. I brought him into the arena, and while Jack sniffed cones and trotted around, I tacked Blue up and got on him. He looked at Jack sometimes, but his attitude seemed to be ‘Kids will be kids, but I have work to do.’

I had him turn right and then left in a figure of eight, then around again. I reached for the right rein and had him lift his head to the right and step under, the way I always got my horses to loosen up and relax. He did that easily. Then he did it to the left. I sat a little deep in the saddle, shoulders up, elbows down, and asked him to back up. He tucked his chin and stepped backwards, boom boom boom. Then I had him walk along the rail on a loose rein, with his head down and taking long, stretchy steps. Easy as pie. He sighed. He sighed again.

Jack was nosing under the fence for the dead grass and finding a little something – there are plenty of things that people call weeds that horses think taste good. Dad said that this is the way horses get vitamins and other nutrients – from all sorts of plants, not just grass. As usual for Jack, he was also watching; sometimes he watched us, and sometimes he looked over at the mares or Lincoln, and sometimes he looked up the hill. Rusty came out of the barn, and Jack stared at her for a minute; then she ambled over and sat by the gate, licking her paws.

I asked Blue to trot. He responded nicely. We did a serpentine to the end of the arena, four loops and back, four loops, and then two figures of eight and an inward spiral. I made him move along but didn’t push him too hard. Then I asked for the canter. A relaxed trot always gave me the urge to feel that canter. This time I made myself let him pick his own speed. He did. It was slow but smooth and easy. We went once around, turned left, crossed the centre, where he changed leads, and went once around to the right. Jack noticed us and trotted here and there, snorting, but Blue ignored him. Finally, I took a deep breath, and he took this as an invitation to walk. We walked. I have to admit that I was not in the mood to do a lot of work, but Blue was perfect. Mostly I thought about how well he was going to do in the show, and how proud I would be to have him there, and how everyone would admire us.

Once I had brushed off Jack and Blue and put them away, I got on Oh My. Our only job for the day was to walk to the end of the fence line and then head up the hillside towards Mr Jordan’s place. Once we got there, we were to walk along his fence line with the barbed wire to our left. Then we were to turn and come back, keeping the wire to the right. The next exercise was to come down the hill – not straight down but in a long diagonal, then go up again, come down in the opposite diagonal, and then go up again and come straight down, me sitting back and Oh My using her hocks and haunches to steady herself. She was a beautiful horse, but to be useful on a ranch she had to be able to handle the terrain. We did all of this at the walk. As she got into better condition, we would speed up. Nobby had to do the same thing. It wasn’t hard, but I needed to pay attention, and by the time I was finished, I was sweaty and my hair was damp and flat against the top of my head, because Mom always made me wear a hard hat even though Dad and Danny wore straw cowboy hats in the summer, which were much cooler. I had once been allowed to wear a cowboy hat, too, but then Mom met Jane Slater, and that was that – hard hat for me.


*



On the front table was an envelope – covered with little pictures, only the address (to me) neatly framed by a white rectangle. The pictures were tiny faces – all the kids in our class, and recognisable, too. It was beautiful, but I was not happy to receive it. The party I was being invited to was a farewell party for the Goldman twins, who had decided to go to boarding school and would be leaving after the horse show – first for a vacation to New York City, and then to their school, which was down in Los Angeles, or, as Barbie said, ‘in the wilds of Malibu’. I could not get a straight answer about this school from either Barbie or Alexis. Supposedly, they would be living in tents and digging wells and planting their own potatoes and turnips and earning their keep by playing duets (violin and piano) on the streets of Santa Monica, and it was a good thing that I had taught Barbie to ride a horse, because that way, when they rode horses down there, which they had to do, she could tell Alexis what to do every minute of the day. ‘It’s too late, she had her chance, and I beat her to it. It was horses or banjo, and she chose banjo, and now I’m the boss.’ I was sure that Alexis would see things differently.

Mom and Dad had already agreed to let me go to the party, even though it might run late, and I knew it would be a good party, with strange but delicious food and activities that no one else in our class would ever think of. I opened the envelope very carefully, preserving all of the portraits. It was not like I didn’t have other friends – I spent more time with Gloria and Stella than I did with the Goldmans (since they had so much music practice every day), but they could not be replaced by regular kids – that much I knew for sure. 




    


    
      

Chapter 2



The horse show always ran from Wednesday to Sunday. During the school year, I had shown on Saturday and Sunday, but that was when I had a champion horse and we knew what we were doing. Now we were starting out again, so we showed up on the much quieter and more relaxed days of Wednesday and Thursday, when the jumps were low. One thing about a horse show is that you can’t pick and choose when your classes are going to be. I would have preferred Ellen one day, Melinda the next, and Blue and me on day three. But Melinda’s classes came on Wednesday, at eight and eight-thirty, Ellen’s were at nine and nine-forty-five, and I would have to be on Blue by eleven. We took Blue Tuesday afternoon, and found him a stall in the show barns, which were temporary canvas buildings set up in the polo field. Once I’d started riding him again after my broken arm had healed, we had taken him back to the stables twice for lessons with Jane. He seemed comfortable, but after all, he’d lived there for several months before I got him. The temporary stall had a bale of straw in it, which I spread around while Mom held Blue. Then I tacked him up and went out to have a lesson with Jane in the arena where we would be showing. We didn’t jump very much, just walked, trotted, and cantered around, looking at the other horses, the tents, the jumps, the grooms, and cars and trucks going from place to place. I did a lot of stepping over and coming under, and this seemed to calm him. We left him at about six, with plenty of hay to eat, two full buckets of water, and him wearing one of his blankets because it was damp and chilly. Jane said she would check on him before leaving for the night.

Rodney Lemon was helping me with Gallant Man, but I was on my own with Blue – the show fees for the stall and the classes were pretty expensive, and since Blue had cost me all of $5.60 and Dad wasn’t charging me for board or hay, he thought it would be a good lesson in money management for me to pay for the show out of what I had earned teaching Ellen, Melinda and Barbie during the spring and summer. I had decided that I didn’t want to pay Rodney to do what I could do myself; when I got up at four on Wednesday morning, I regretted that. Even so, I was pretty proud of how I looked, which was just like all the other riders – well-fitting tall black boots, canary (that’s yellow) breeches, a clean white shirt, a black coat, black gloves, a stock, and my hard hat. Jane had loaned me the stock and helped me find the jacket and the breeches – she knew all sorts of college girls who had given up riding and were willing to sell their old clothes. I got the jacket for ten dollars and the breeches for twelve, about two weeks’ worth of lessons. Even with the boots and the entry fees, I still had over a hundred dollars in my account at the bank, whether or not Dad permitted me to spend it.

I could not help looking around for Sophia Rosebury, whose outfits were always perfect and whose boots, Jane said, were custom made, but of course she would not be there on a Wednesday. Both of her horses were champions, and her horse Onyx, whom we used to call Black George when we owned him, was probably going to be Horse of the Year at these shows – he hardly ever lost, and I had to admit that it was because in addition to the fact that he loved to jump and was very easy to ride, Sophia hardly ever made a mistake. She was not a nice girl – for one thing, she never smiled – but she rode perfectly, as far as I could tell, and I watched her whenever I could. I sometimes wondered if she knew who I was or remembered that she had bought my horse, but I didn’t say anything.

I checked on Blue and gave him some more hay, then went to the barns, where Melinda, of course, was waiting for me. She was standing with Rodney and Gallant Man, and Rodney had plaited both the pony’s mane and his tail, putting little red bows on every plait; they looked wonderful against Gallant Man’s sparkling dapples. Melinda was frowning, with a straight line going right down between her eyebrows, and as soon as she saw me she said in a serious voice, ‘Hi, Abby. I’ve decided that it is best if I don’t do this. It really is for the best.’

I cleared my throat and pretended that I was considering her opinion. Then I said, ‘Well, Melinda, why don’t you get on Gallant Man, since he looks so great with the red plaits, and we’ll talk about it. We can walk over to the warm-up and you can at least watch.’

‘Right you are, then, miss!’ exclaimed Rodney in his English accent, and he hoisted her into the saddle.

Melinda picked up the reins, and said, ‘Why—’

Rodney turned his back and walked away. Melinda looked after him.

I said, ‘Wow, Rodney really put a lot of plaits in the pony’s mane. I wonder how many?’ I started walking, and Melinda followed me. She said, ‘Seventeen.’

‘Are you kidding? I don’t believe you.’

‘Yes, seventeen.’

I shook my head.

She started counting, and by the time we got to the ring, she was saying, ‘See? Seventeen, eighteen with the forelock.’

‘Have you patted your pony ten times today?’

She started patting.

‘What time did you get here?’

‘Well, May got me up at five, because I asked her to, but really, I couldn’t open my eyes until almost five-twenty because last night I was reading Black Beauty, and then I got to the part where Ginger dies and I started to cry, so I stayed up sort of late.’
         

By this time, I was walking into the warm-up ring. Melinda was talking and following me. I said, ‘That is sad. I cried there, too. Okay, why don’t you just trot around me in a nice circle and we can see how Gallant Man feels this morning.’

She was going before she realised it, and then she was fine. Melinda was always more scared of things in advance and afterwards than she was while she was doing them. But she had grown, at long last. She was eleven now, and I wasn’t sure how much longer she would look good on Gallant Man. I put that out of my mind, because it wasn’t any of my business.

Since we were early, there were only three other riders in the warm-up. All the girls were courteous and looking out for each other, and I saw that they were careful to pass ‘left hand to left hand’, which is how, when you are approaching another horse and rider, you know who goes to the outside and who goes to the inside. They were all also looking at each other – who had the prettier horse or pony? What were they all wearing? That was something Melinda cared about, so as she lifted her chin and showed off a little, she got less nervous.

There were three plain jumps across the middle of the warm-up, just standards and poles. The crossbar was to the left, the oxer to the right, and the regular jump in the middle. As Melinda headed down towards the crossbar for the first time, I saw Jane show up near the gate of the warm-up with Mr Anniston. She was talking; he wasn’t saying anything. Melinda trotted down towards the crossbar, cantered the last two strides, and jumped it nicely, then cantered away, smiling. I hoped she wouldn’t see her father. I shouted, ‘Okay, very nice, come around and do it again.’ She did, and still did not see her father. I pointed her towards the regular jump, which was maybe two feet. She had to pause and wait for the girl on the palomino, and when she did, she saw her father. The palomino went over. Gallant Man slowed his trot and stopped. Melinda caught herself. I called out, ‘Try again. Give him a kick and make sure he’s going. You have to want to jump, or he won’t care.’
         

Jane stared at Melinda, then me. Then she took the hint and walked away with Mr Anniston. I hoped she would keep him off in a corner for the whole morning. I had never seen him smile. Melinda and Gallant Man made a little circle and went back to the jump. Two strides out, she gave him a kick, and of course he bounced over, easy as you please. He didn’t look very good – his front legs weren’t neatly folded – but when she came around again, he sorted himself out and did a good job. Then they jumped the oxer twice, and both times perfectly. When I took Melinda to the gate of the show ring, she had an unusual look on her face – a look of determination. I realised that part of Melinda’s problem was that Gallant Man never made a mistake, and so she never really understood that she was in charge. Now she did.

It was time to walk the course. I wasn’t sure what to do with Gallant Man, but then a groom for the girl on the bay held out his hand, and the girl said, ‘Andy will hold your pony, if I can walk the course with you.’ She jumped down. I said, ‘Okay.’

The course was eight jumps, two turns. Simple enough until jump seven, when the girls had to turn away from the jump that came eight strides after number six and roll back to the right, towards another that was more or less behind them –  the clue was that number six was a little brush, and number seven was a little brush. The one they were not supposed to jump was a chicken coop. I pointed this out, and they both nodded. Then we stood in the centre of the ring, and I made them do my favourite thing – hold one of their hands up and walk their fingers around the course while reciting the numbers. After they were done, I said, ‘Do you know it?’ Melinda nodded, and the girl said, ‘It’s easy.’

I said, ‘We’ll see.’ There were a lot of jumps in the ring. I would have found it confusing. We went back to the horses. Andy handed me Gallant Man. I said, ‘Are you the groom?’

He laughed, and said, ‘No, I’m the brother. We don’t have a groom or a trainer, just us.’

The girl said, ‘I’m Daphne.’ Andy gave her a leg-up onto the bay. I wondered where they had come from, since I’d never seen them before, but I forgot about them as soon as I saw Mr Anniston go into the tent by the ring and sit down on one of the benches. I wished Jane would put a bag over his head. Okay, with holes cut out so he could see.
         

But Melinda was so focused on remembering the course that she didn’t notice him. She waited for her number to be called, and when it was, she trotted in and made her circle. She did just what I’d told her – she veered as close as she could to some of the jumps, so that Gallant Man could see them (actually, so that Melinda could see them; Gallant Man didn’t care). And after a long minute and twenty seconds, they came out, having done a pretty good job. At least he went straight to the fences, and Melinda’s position was good. Daphne went after them. She was very good. But Melinda didn’t care – she got a ribbon (fourth out of six), and she had taken the whole course by herself without making a mistake. She was grinning. Daphne continued to be nice – back in the warm-up, she called out, ‘Good job!’

Melinda said, ‘You too!’

I guessed that Daphne was also eleven, but she seemed older and more self-confident.

In the flat class, Melinda went around nicely, not quite showing off enough, but evidently happy. She smiled at Daphne every time she saw her, and Daphne smiled back. Daphne got second, and Melinda got third. Rodney met us at the gate. He had Ellen by the hand. Melinda jumped down and ran over to her dad, brandishing her ribbon. He still didn’t smile, but he patted her on the head. That was the last I saw of them, because Ellen was ready to mount up and go. Rodney didn’t give her a leg-up – he picked her up and sat her on the pony. She grabbed the reins, and Gallant Man tossed his head. I said, ‘Ellen, remember what I said about holding him too tightly. He doesn’t like it.’

She loosened her reins.

I said, ‘Take a deep breath. Or two.’

She took two deep breaths.

I said, ‘Pat the pony.’

She put both her reins in her right hand and patted the pony. This was something we did at every lesson.

Ellen was tough and often angry, but if you told her what to do in a way that she understood, she would do it. As we were walking into the warm-up, I said, ‘Don’t show off. It makes you put your heels down too far and arch your back too much. Just try to pay attention to your pony and make it easy for him.’ This was her first show. I had no idea what would happen. In the warm-up, I had her practise walk, trot and canter, since the first class was the flat class.

There were five kids in the group, four girls and one boy. They looked about eight, except for the boy, who looked about six. Their ponies were all tried and true – way older than their riders. The other trainers were standing here and there, shouting commands: ‘Lift your eyes, Rachel! Look where you’re going!’ ‘Ginny, heels down! Good girl.’ ‘Robert, shorten your reins!’ The announcer called the class.

Ellen came over to me and took a deep breath, which made her nostrils flare, and tossed her head, which made her plaits bounce. She said, ‘I’m ready.’

She was. She walked into the ring ahead of all the others and turned right, walking along the rail, urging Gallant Man. He went at such a brisk pace, I thought he might trot, but he didn’t. Her reins were short, but then she noticed and loosened them. I whispered, ‘Good girl.’ The kids were told to trot.

I won’t say that all the ponies wandered around the ring the whole time, but it was pretty chaotic, and twice ponies came close to the back of the black pony with two white hind feet, who pinned his ears and looked like he might kick. But Ellen and Gallant Man stayed out of trouble, stopped when told to, trotted when told to, turned when told to, and trotted out when told to. Ellen wasn’t bad at steering, either. It was clear that she and one other girl, Ginny, who was on a bay pony mare, were the best, but the judge let them go around for a while, I suppose to get practice. Finally, he called them into the centre and gave Ginny the blue ribbon and Ellen the red ribbon. Ellen came out of the ring in a huff but her mother appeared right there and said, ‘Oh, darling, how wonderful! You were so good! I am proud of you!’ She had some sugar cubes, which she handed to Ellen, and with all of that, Ellen relaxed, gave the pony the sugar, and didn’t have a tantrum.

The practice ring was now set with three cavalletti poles. These are poles that have X’s nailed to each end, and they can be jumps of different heights depending on how you turn the X’s. When the pole is turned downwards, the jump is about six inches. When the pole is on its side, the jump is about nine inches, and when it’s turned upwards, about twelve inches. Ellen was secretly jumping about eighteen inches in our lessons, and Gallant Man could easily do three feet, so we only practised a couple of times in the warm-up, and then went first into the ring. The point was steering. Ellen was good at steering, since she knew always to look ahead. I didn’t think I had ever seen her look down.

She did what I had told her – made a little circle, then trotted around the course. The course was two cavalletti, then a left turn away from the rail and back over the same two, then around the end of the ring and down over two that were set diagonally through the centre, then around to the right and down over the last two, halting at the end, turning, and trotting over the last one going the other way, and then making another small circle. Her first loop was a little big, and she veered a little to the right on the last jump, but I was pleased with her.

Ginny did well, too, with just one mistake – breaking to the walk before the third jump, but only for a stride. The other kids were chaos. Robert’s trainer finally had to go in, after he had come to a halt facing the judge’s stand, and lead him over the last four cavalletti. Robert was crying. Ellen stood beside Gallant Man and stared at every one of the other children. I would have said she was casting a spell on them, if I believed in spells.

As soon as the announcer said, ‘And a tie for first place goes to Ellen Leinsdorf and Virginia Cartwright, on –’ Ellen was away from me, leading Gallant Man and running into the ring. Gallant Man trotted after her, his ears flicking. I said, ‘Hey!’ but they were gone. Ellen was shouting, ‘What about the jump-off? There should be a jump-off!’ The announcer stopped speaking. In the silence, Ellen sounded even louder. She wasn’t screaming, but she did have a loud voice. ‘In the programme it says there will be a jump-off!’ Since I hadn’t read the programme, I didn’t know that this was true, but in some things Ellen was never wrong. I got to her and took Gallant Man’s reins. Jane came hurrying into the arena. Ellen began to scowl, and I started to worry – once in the spring when she saw that she wasn’t going to get her way, she’d thrown herself right off the pony, flat on the ground.

But then the judge nodded and the announcer said, ‘The judge says that there will be a jump-off between Virginia Cartwright and Ellen Leinsdorf. Girls, please come to the judge’s stand and listen to your course.’ Jane and I exchanged a glance, and then Ginny came over with her trainer, and we all listened.

The judge was not Peter Finneran, just a man from San Francisco who often did the lower-level classes. He was tall and blond and wore an ascot – this morning it was red – but he seemed pretty nice. He told the girls that since a jump-off was supposed to be shorter and faster than the class, they were to do the first four jumps again, down, around in a loop, then back over the jumps, but this time at the canter rather than the trot. The girls nodded. They would go alphabetically, Ginny first. We all walked out of the ring.

I gave Ellen a leg-up.

Ginny entered, trotted, began a little circle, and turned towards the jumps. She kicked the pony and he picked up a nice canter, then went over the two cavalletti. As they came over the second one, I saw that she had lucked out – her pony landed on the left lead, which meant that she only had to make her loop and come back and she would be correct. This is what happened, and they finished jumps three and four very neatly, coming down to a trot circle, and exiting the arena.

I said to Ellen, ‘Okay. We haven’t talked much about leads, but you know the difference. It doesn’t matter what lead he’s on to begin with, but he has to be on the left lead for that loop, so if he lands on the right lead, trot and fix it, because he doesn’t like the left lead, and he might not take that lead by himself.’

She nodded. She went in, made a nice circle, picked up the canter, and headed for the jump. I thought his jumps were nicer than the other pony’s. But he did land on the right lead, it did take Ellen a few strides to notice, and when she changed it, Gallant Man looked a little awkward. They ended up with second after all.

But I had to hand it to Ellen – when I asked her what she’d learned from this whole episode, she said, ‘To get him better on the left lead.’ This made me chuckle for the rest of the morning.


*



Dad was brushing Blue. My jacket and my stock were hanging on the bridle hook with my hard hat. In two minutes or so, Blue was tacked up and I was dressed and mounted on him, still thinking about Ellen and Melinda. This was a mistake, since I was too distracted to notice that Blue was tight and nervous, and when we came out of the aisle of the temporary barns and to the railing of the warm-up, he saw one of the tents flutter, and spooked. He almost had me off. I grabbed his mane. Dad came up behind us and said, ‘What was that?’

I said, ‘Must have been a ghost.’

But I knew it was the tent. I sat up straight and pushed my heels down, paid attention; he remained nervous. A moment later, Jane showed up. She had a lunge line. All of a sudden I remembered that I had a trainer too – Jane. I was really glad to see her.

We walked, Jane in front and Dad behind, past all the rings and tents and food places, to the furthest warm-up, where you were allowed to lunge. The fog had lifted and evaporated, and the light on the horses and the tents was bright the way it gets when there is still some moisture in the air that makes everything sparkly. The temperature was about perfect, too – cool enough if you were wearing a black jacket and tall boots, but not making your cheeks freeze. At the furthest arena, I dismounted, and Jane ran the clip of the lunge line through the inside ring of Blue’s bit and attached it to the outside one. She stepped into the middle, and Dad and I stood by the fence. Blue went around and around, first trotting, then cantering. I would have preferred a round pen, just because I liked him to turn and go the other way as many times as possible – my trainer, Jem Jarrow, said that just the turning loosened their backs. But the thing about a horse show is that you have to do it their way, not your way. That’s part of the test. Same with a rodeo.

Blue must have gone around twenty times – it was like he didn’t know how to be tired. Dad said, ‘Must be more nervous than we thought.’

I also thought he was nervous, but I said, ‘Why?’

‘A nervous horse, especially a nervous-type horse, doesn’t really know when he’s tired or when he’s had too much. He’s running on fizz. Maybe he’ll calm down.’

Jane stopped him, turned him, and switched the lunge line, and then they started again, first trotting and then cantering. His canter was beautiful, as always, just his body opening and closing. But it was Jane who had to stop him – he didn’t think of it himself. Dad said, ‘Thoroughbred through and through,’ shaking his head as if that were a bad thing. He gave me a leg-up, and Blue and I followed Jane to the warm-up ring. Of the ten entries in our class, five had gone already. As soon as we got into the warm-up, I trotted around once, and then Jane pointed me down over the crossbar.

Well, I was worse than either Melinda or Ellen. I didn’t know why. I could walk around, trot around, canter, and jump, and I could see the things I was doing wrong – leaning forward with my shoulders, letting my hands drop and my heels come up, not being in the centre of my horse – but it was like my brain was hardly working. Twice over the crossbar, and two bad jumps, one with me too far forward and one with me left behind. I felt like Blue was saying, ‘Who is this riding me?’ I brought him to a halt, sat up, and took some deep breaths. Then I pushed my heels down, settled my shoulders, and cantered down to the regular jump, not the crossbar. He went over it nicely.

And they were calling my number from the show ring. As we left the warm-up, Jane put her hand on my boot. She said, ‘A green horse is a challenge, but you’ve done all of these things before, and he can do it. He needs some hand-holding. Every green horse does. But you’re good at hand-holding, and he trusts you. Just stay with him and make him go forward.’ I didn’t have time to ask him to step under, even once, before we were in the ring, making our circle. And even though the course was the same as Melinda’s course had been, and even though I had walked it and thought about it and walked my fingers over it, I did not know where I was going, or maybe even who I was.

We finished the circle, and I asked Blue for the canter. He took the proper lead, but then when I steered him down towards the first fence, which was a small coop, you would have thought I was asking him to jump off a building. His ears went forward and I could feel his weight shift backward as he got ready to stop. However, I kicked him and he jumped awkwardly. But we had jumped coops dozens of times. Then came the next fence, just some plain white poles. He didn’t try to stop, but he took off in the next county somewhere, and our jump was broad and flat. Now we had a turn. I remembered not to lean into the turn, so I was sitting up straight for the next jump, which was a good thing, because it felt like he jumped the way a deer jumps, all four legs stiff and bounding off the ground. After jump four, I sort of gave up on the course and turned him in a circle. I sat up and took a deep breath, shook my shoulders, and kicked him. I even said out loud, ‘You gotta do it, Blue. And you can.’ I sat deep in the saddle. The last four jumps were okay, though I had no idea what leads we were on. We survived, but we did not jump like we knew what we were doing. When we came down to the trot, I thought of how that boy Robert felt, crying in front of the judge and having to be led out.

Dad had sort of a dumbstruck look on his face, and Jane was shaking her head, if only just a little. She patted Blue on the shoulder and said, ‘Well, the next class will be an improvement, I’m sure.’

That kid Andy, who was riding an Appaloosa, won the class. He waved to me as he was coming out of the ring with his ribbon, which I at first thought was sort of mean, but then when I looked back at him, he had such a friendly smile on his face that I decided he didn’t know how bad I had been – maybe he had been doing something else when I was having my round. I walked Blue slowly back to the barn. The clock, when I passed it, was at 11:35. Surely, I thought, that would be p.m., given how exhausted I was.

Dad had gone to get the truck and trailer, since we were taking Blue home for the night. Our classes on Thursday weren’t until the afternoon. After I untacked Blue, brushed him off a little and put him in the stall, I took off my jacket and stock, and then my boots. They were a little muddy and would have to be cleaned again that night. I yawned. Then I yawned again. I really, really hoped that there was nothing weird going on at home – last fall we’d gotten back from a horse show, and Mr Jordan’s blue Brahma cows and calves had broken through the fence up the hill and come all the way down to our place, looking for hay, most likely.

But everything was quiet, though hot – ninety at least, and now I was thinking like Mom and Dad. 
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