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Chapter 1





My plan was to let Blue and Jack play for ten or fifteen minutes, then to catch Blue and tack him up, then to ride him in the arena while Jack trotted and wandered about. That way, I would get two horses done in the time it would normally take for one, and I would also get to watch Jack while riding Blue. I had already put Jack in the arena; now I opened the gate again and walked in with Blue. Jack came trotting over to us, his neck arched and his ears pricked. His tail was arched, too. I took off Blue’s halter and they sniffed each other, then Blue trotted away as if he were interested in every other thing in the arena but Jack. Jack trotted behind him.


Jack decided to investigate the cones. He went over to one and sniffed it, then snorted and reared a bit, then sniffed it again. He trotted around it, and then stopped and looked at the cone beside it. Blue continued to ignore him – he was looking for bits of grass under the arena fence, walking along with his head down and his nose to the ground. I went to the centre of the arena and started straightening the poles that were lying there. It was the last day of November, a cool, breezy day. The grass was beginning to turn green – it was bright-looking and appetising, but I wondered if it had much flavour, since sometimes the horses spit it out. The quiet lasted for about a minute, then it was as if both horses had the same thought – ‘What’s he doing?’ They turned at the same time, trotted over to one another, and sniffed noses. All at once, Jack reared up and took off along the fence line, and in half a second, Blue went after him. I smiled and continued to push the poles – there were about twelve of them – closer together. The horses galloped for ten strides or so, bucking and squealing. Jack even reared up once, but when they came to the far end of the arena, they turned into real Thoroughbreds – they stopped acting up and started running, and by the time they were halfway down the far side, I knew they were having a race. I stood and stared.


Jack was on the outside and Blue was on the inside. I think it was the moment that they stretched their necks out and lengthened their stride that I began to worry, because, in fact, it did not look like they were playing – it looked like they cared. And unlike the training pen, which we sometimes put them in but was too small for them to get going, the arena was big enough for some speed but maybe small enough for trouble. A racetrack is a mile around. Not our arena. I looked towards the house. I didn’t know if I wanted Mom to see what was happening and come out and stop it, or if I wanted Dad to show up and yell at me. The best would be Danny. Danny should appear and treat me like a kid and help me prevent these horses from killing themselves.


Because they were going fast. Long, hard strides, digging deep into the footing, neck and neck, as they say at the racetrack. Blue was slightly ahead, but Jack did not want to give up. He even whinnied his high whinny. Their manes and forelocks flew, the sand rose around their bellies, and they ran. Their ears were pinned. I counted the number of circuits they made – one, two, three – and with each circuit, I thought of about a zillion different bad things that might happen. At one point, Blue’s foot slipped – he didn’t fall down, but he might have, so I imagined that for a while. Or he might have bumped Jack into the fence rail. Or he might have crossed Jack’s path and then they both could have gone down. Or there could be a hole or a depression in the sand that I didn’t know about – stumble, fall. What an idiot I was to have put them in here together. I shouted, ‘Hey, Blue! Hey, Jack! Slow down! Hey, fellas! Hey, Blue! Blue! How are you?’


And Blue’s ears flicked in my direction.


And Jack passed him.


Then they slowed down.


Then they trotted.


Then they tossed their heads and snorted.


Then Jack nipped at Blue and Blue nipped at Jack.


Then I saw how sweaty they were, and how hard they were breathing.


Then Blue turned and trotted over to me and Jack followed him.


They looked okay.


I said, ‘Thank you, Lord,’ just the way Dad would have. And I meant it.


I got Blue’s halter off the gate and, since he had followed me, turned and put it on him right there, then I walked him around until he wasn’t panting any longer. Jack, in the meantime, was rolling in the sand – down, up, walk to another spot; down, up, walk to another spot. He seemed very proud of himself.


And me, well, my anxiety faded away and all I could think about was how beautiful and free they had looked, their tails streaming and their muscles shimmering. It was the way it had been earlier in the fall, when a trainer, Ralph Carmichael, was in town. He trained the horses to jump by having them gallop in pairs, or even in groups, down a jumping chute. The first time you saw it, it seemed like dangerous chaos, but then you realised that the horses not only enjoyed it, they were smart about it. Once we’d let Blue do it a few times, he knew more about jumping than I had been able to teach him.


When I came in for supper, which was macaroni cheese and green beans, but with a peach pie, Mom and Dad were acting funny, so I knew something was going on. Then, when I was passing through the hall to go upstairs to the bathroom, I saw that there was an opened envelope on the telephone stand, and it was from the Wheatsheaf Ranch in Texas.


It took about half a second for my heart to jump into my mouth, because that was the ranch where Warn Matthews lived. Most people would say that Jack, who was almost two, belonged to Mr Matthews. Most people would say that Jack’s dam, whom Dad had bought from a dealer in Oklahoma, had been stolen, so when she gave birth to a surprise foal out in our pasture, the foal belonged to Mr Matthews, too, even though the mare colicked and died when he was a month old. Some people might say that although I adored Jack, I had to give him back. But Mr Matthews didn’t think like that. He said that since we bought the mare in good faith, and since we took good care of her and her foal, we would share him ‘for now’. My problem was, I kept worrying about ‘later’. My hand just about grabbed the envelope on its own, but the letter wasn’t in the envelope. Mom or Dad probably had it in the kitchen. They were waiting for ‘the right moment’.


I went upstairs, but I was back downstairs in a hurry. When I sat down at the table, the letter, a typewritten page, was sitting at my plate. I picked it up. Even though Mr Matthews had been plenty nice to me, that didn’t have to keep going. Sometimes people do things to you for your own good, and those things don’t feel good at all. The letter read:






Dear Abby, Mark, and Sarah –


It has been a busy year around Wheatsheaf, especially on the horse-racing side. You may or may not know that our three-year-old Yardstick, by Bold Ruler out of our homebred mare Hot Spell, has had quite an exciting season – fourth in the Kentucky Derby, second in the Preakness, then first in the Whitney and second to Buckpasser in the Travers. Of course, we would have preferred to win! But Yardstick has held up well, and should have a good year next year as a four-year-old. We have also been back and forth to Europe this year. We purchased an interest in a horse named Hill Rise, who looked as though he would be running in the Queen Elizabeth at Ascot and then the Arc. As it turned out, he didn’t go to France, but his win at Ascot was incredibly exciting, especially since he was bred in California.


All of this is by way of an apology for not having kept in touch with you concerning the yearling ‘Jack’, by Jaipur out of Alabama Lady. Yes, early in the summer, the Jockey Club informed us that after considerable debate, they have decided to allow Jack into the studbook. Although there is no definitive evidence that Jack is indeed Alabama Lady’s colt, or that your mare was Alabama Lady, the breeding and foaling dates, along with the circumstances of the theft and her appearance at By Golly Horse Sales, are sufficiently compelling to tip the scales in our favour. My guess is that they went back and forth about this matter for a good long while, but whatever happened, they have now decided to accept him. Being a gelding may have helped him, because they only have to let him race, and don’t have to worry about offspring. Anyway, we must make up our minds what to do next.


Normally, a Thoroughbred born in January, as Jack was, goes into training in September of his second year – which would have been this past September – so that he can have a couple of races as a two-year-old. Around Wheatsheaf, we don’t press the two-year-olds very hard, but we have found that the ones who wait to run, for whatever reasons of health or circumstances, are harder to handle and are less likely to do well. My own theory is that three-year-olds are like kids in junior high – sassier and more rebellious – so you want your horses to have learned their job when they are still willing. Since we have our own training facility here, we can take it horse by horse, start them, and go on with them as we wish, and then we normally ship them to Kentucky and Arkansas to begin their racing careers. But I don’t see how this will work with Jack. For one thing, he is not used to Texas weather, especially the humidity, and for another, my son Barry, whom you have not met, has gotten to know a fellow in your neighbourhood who runs a well-respected training facility pretty much down the road from you called Vista del Canada. The man’s name is Roscoe Pelham, he’s an experienced horseman, and he’d like to have Jack over there.


The only other question that remains is what Jack’s registered name will be. Some racehorse names are pretty ridiculous – I’m proud of ‘Yardstick’ in a way, because lots of Bold Ruler horses have what I consider prideful names, but ‘Yappy’ and ‘Buckaroo Banana’ just seem a little silly to me. So we need to start thinking of something.


I hope this is good news for you, and that you and your horses, and Jack, of course, are all well and happy. Maybe sometime after the racing season, you folks can come down to Wheatsheaf for a little visit.


I look forward to hearing from you.


Warn Matthews








Mom said, ‘Doesn’t Jake Morrisson shoe horses over at that place? Maybe Danny’s actually been there.’


Dad said, ‘You’re thinking of Laguna Seca. Vista del Canada is the private place – don’t know a thing about it, except that it is supposed to be very grand.’


I said, ‘Jane might know some of those people. She talked about them once.’ Jane was the manager of a big stable on the coast where I rode in shows.


Dad said, ‘Those aren’t the same ones, I’m sure.’ What he meant was, those aren’t the people who tried to cheat us out of five thousand dollars right around the time that Mr Matthews showed up and saved the day. But he looked worried, because what was the difference between one horse-racing gambler and another, really? I mean, he liked Mr Matthews because he was a rancher, and they could talk cattle and cow horses. Or I thought that was why he looked worried, until he said, ‘I wonder what it costs.’


Mom said, ‘I guess we’ll find out.’


Dad said, ‘We need to find out before we take the horse over there, is what I think.’


I thought about my bank account – a hundred and six dollars. I wondered how long that would last, even if Mr Matthews was splitting it with us. Dad said, ‘I’ll write him back, and we’ll pray on it.’ I saw that he was pretty reluctant to open the Bible and see what Scripture advised, and I didn’t blame him.


Even though I had to get up early to get to the school bus, I couldn’t help lying awake, wondering about sending Jack to a place that was ‘down the road’, much less to Texas. I had pretty much forgotten about the fact that Mr Matthews might want to do something with Jack – we hadn’t heard from him all summer, and what with riding, and training Blue, and trying to figure out high school, I hadn’t thought about the Jockey Club in months. Well, wasn’t this a good thing? Yes, Jack was the son of Jaipur and the grandson of Nasrullah and Determine. But I sort of hoped that Dad would decide that it was too much money. (And how much would that be? The stables where the horse shows were, where Sophia Rosebury kept her horses, and where Blue had come from, charged a hundred dollars every month just for board, and that didn’t include any training – board and breaking and training could be twice that.) Maybe Jack could stay home.


I rolled over, and of course what happens when you roll over is that you get another bad thought. Mr Matthews was nice enough now, but if we decided that we didn’t want Jack to go to Vista del Canada, maybe he could just say, ‘Okay, Texas it is,’ and Jack would have to go there. It was about at this point that I decided that I would write Mr Matthews myself, and suggest that we keep Jack at home and Jem Jarrow could start him. Yes, that was a good idea, and I would think about the name later. I fell asleep. Jem Jarrow wore cowboy boots and worked at his brother’s ranch, but he could train any horse to do anything.


That was Wednesday. Friday, we had a surprise. It was a pleasant surprise, but it was definitely a surprise. Dad and I were riding Mr Tacker’s five-year-old quarter horse gelding, Marcus, and our beautiful paint mare, Oh My, in the arena when a truck and trailer pulled up to the gate, and Danny got out of the passenger’s side, opened the gate, let the rig through, and closed the gate. It was a nice two-horse trailer and a new truck – newer than ours. When it pulled up to the parking area beside the barn, a guy got out. He looked about Danny’s age. He was wearing the usual stuff – jeans, cowboy hat, jean jacket. He and Danny came over to the fence, and he took off his hat. His hair popped up like it was made of springs. He dipped his head to us, and Danny said, ‘Dad, this is Jerry Gardino. Jerry, this is my dad, Mark Lovitt, and my sister, Abby. Jerry’s looking for a place to keep his horse for a couple of months, and I knew you had room. There’s nothing at Marble Ranch at the moment.’ Marble Ranch was the ranch where Danny worked and lived. Then, as if reading Dad’s mind, Danny said, ‘Jerry knows that you charge seventy-five dollars per month with him supplying oats or corn.’


Dad relaxed at once, and said, ‘The more the merrier.’ Jerry Gardino gave us a smile, and it was a very big smile. It made you smile right back.


He said, ‘Thanks, Mr Lovitt. I really appreciate this. The season’s over, and Beebop needs a little time off. Danny says he’ll get great care, and this place looks perfect. There’s a spot up where I go to school, but no grass, and not much turnout. Hate to do that to a horse.’


I dismounted, and Jerry cemented his good impression by saying, ‘That one’s a beauty.’


Dad leaned over and gave Oh My a pat and said, ‘Well, the black-and-white overo paint is fairly unusual, for sure, but look at this.’ I turned Oh My around so Jerry could see the question mark on her left side. He said, ‘Oh my.’ They always did.


Dad said, ‘What kind of horse do you have?’


‘Oh, Beebop is a little bit of everything – Thoroughbred mixed with quarter horse mixed with sixteen other varieties maybe. Some mustang in there for sure. He’s a bucking horse. I take him around to rodeos, and mostly he gets out from under ’em.’


Danny said, ‘You should see the pictures.’


The horse, when we unloaded him, was nice enough – a liver chestnut with a friendly eye, no white on him, and of medium height and build – just the sort of horse that a judge wouldn’t look at twice. We put him in a stall with a nice pile of hay for the night, and Danny said he would come over with Jerry the next day and introduce him to the geldings. Then Mom came out and invited the two of them for supper, and by the fact that we were having fried chicken and mashed potatoes and gravy, it was clear that she had known about this all along.


Over supper, Danny and Jerry talked about our local rodeo in the summer. Danny had taken his horse, Happy, in a few roping classes, and Jerry, who had been standing by the railing, had admired her. He said, ‘She almost had you off that one time, remember that? She just spun and you were lucky to hang on.’


Danny laughed. ‘Well, she’s quick and she never saw a calf she didn’t want to boss around.’ Jerry took Beebop to the rest of his appointments on the rodeo circuit, and Danny went back to work shoeing, and it was only when Jerry came over to Marble Ranch looking for a place for the winter that they had recognised each other. Mom asked Jerry where he was from, what his folks did, all that stuff that moms do, and Jerry said he was from San Francisco, his dad and his uncles were all butchers, he had grown up in Little Italy up there . . .


Dad said, ‘You didn’t grow up on a ranch?’


‘Right downtown,’ said Jerry. ‘Four houses from the corner of Mason and Union.’


I don’t think I’d ever seen such a surprised look on my dad’s face. Both Mom and Danny laughed.


He said, ‘And you’ve ridden bulls?’


‘Not well,’ said Jerry. ‘But it was something I wanted to do all my life, from the first time I saw rodeos on the TV.’


He had been on the rodeo circuit since May, but now he was going back to college, San Jose State. He was a sophomore – sort of. He said, ‘Since I skipped the first quarter, I’m kind of a slow sophomore. But I wanted to try it. I thought by the end of the season I would have made up my mind, but I haven’t.’


Dad said, ‘About what?’


‘About school. Sophomores are supposed to choose their majors, but I haven’t made up my mind about that, either.’


I saw Mom glance at Danny, but Danny was focused on his chicken leg. Mom was always hoping that one of Danny’s friends who went to college, like Leah Marx, for example, who had been maybe in some way and by some stretch of the imagination his girlfriend and who had gone up to Berkeley in August, would serve as a good example and lead Danny out of horseshoeing and cattle roping and into a nice safe career as an accountant.


Dad knew we were now on shaky ground and didn’t say anything.


The pictures were very impressive. In fact, the pictures were a little scary. There were six of them, each one from a different rodeo, five in California and one in Nevada. Beebop was in the arena with a rider sort of on his back. He had no saddle, just the rigging that they strap where the front of a saddle would be, with a handle for the rider to hold on to, and behind that, just in front of his back legs, the other strap, which was called the flank strap. He wore a snug halter made of wide strips of leather, and he was curled in the air. Or he was stretched so that his hind hooves were pointed at the sky and his nose was nearly on the ground. His mouth was open, his ears were back, and he looked very serious and very wild.


After he laid the six photos on the kitchen table, Jerry pointed to the last one. In that one, Beebop’s body was twisted and his head was down. The cowboy was flying forwards, his shoulders hunched and his arms in the air. He said, ‘Beebop loves that move. He makes believe he’s going to go forward and toss the guy, but then in the wink of an eye, he slides back and to one side and puts him over the front.’


Mom glanced at the pictures and went back to washing the dishes, but Dad said, ‘My brother Luke liked that sort of thing. He did it for a few years when we were young. Tried bulls, too.’


‘I wouldn’t do bulls again,’ said Jerry, ‘though I tried it for a while. And I’m not much good at bareback bronc riding – I like saddle broncs myself, but Beebop is more quick and limber than he is strong, so he’s good at this. I think it’s easier on him, too.’


He pointed to the third picture, the one where Beebop was arched upward practically like he was going to break in two. He said, ‘He got the high score that time. He’s good.’


I said, ‘Do you ever ride him?’


Jerry laughed. ‘No way on earth. Never been on him once.’


I wondered how you could have a horse and not want to ride him.


Another interesting thing about Jerry was that he talked to parents just like they were regular people. After supper, we went into the living room the way we always did, and Danny didn’t leave to go home, the way he always did. The two of them sat down easy as you please. Mom picked up her knitting and everyone kept talking about this rodeo season and others gone by. It got so boring that I went to my room and read the book we were assigned in English class, which was Spoon River Anthology. It wasn’t very long, but it was all poems, and the poems were all spoken by dead people in the cemetery. Dad would not have liked this book at all, but I thought it was spooky and interesting because it seemed like it was about people who finally got to say what they had always wanted to say after years of saying only what they were supposed to.


It was my job that night to check on the horses before bed. Rusty, our dog, was sitting on the back porch, and walked along at my side. First, I went to the geldings. It was cold enough for me to wear my jacket, so they were standing in a group under the trees, their tails facing northwest, because that was the direction the breeze was coming from. I opened the gate and went over to them. Their manes were ruffling and their coats were fluffed up. Marcus and Lincoln stayed where they were, but Blue and Jack came over, and I snaked my fingers into Blue’s coat, which had a soft, warm feel. I gave everyone a couple of pieces of carrot and a scratch around the ears. Jack sniffed my pockets but wasn’t pushy. I didn’t mind if he was curious, just if he showed bad manners. The mares were further away – not even visible, down in the hollow above the creek, taking shelter from the wind there. I didn’t call them. I just went through the gate and looked down the hillside. Dark, quiet shapes, maybe a tail swishing back and forth in the night. Rusty stayed beside me. I knew if there was anything suspicious down there, she would take off and check it out, but she only sniffed the breeze. Then I went into the barn and looked at Beebop. He was standing quietly in his stall, having finished all of his hay. While I was looking at him, he blew air out of his nostrils, sighed, and shifted his weight. Then he flicked his ears towards me in a friendly way and made a low nicker. It was hard to believe that this was the wild horse in the pictures. I did think he needed a carrot, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to hold my hand out to him, so I tossed it into his feed bin.




*





Even though they had gone to Danny’s place the night before, and Danny’s place was a twenty-minute drive, Danny and Jerry were sitting at the table when I got up for breakfast. It was barely light outside, and they were already wolfing down scrambled eggs, bacon and toast. Danny pushed a plate towards me. I said, ‘Where’s Mom?’


Danny said, ‘She’s still sleeping. Jerry cooked.’


I tried to pretend this was no big deal.


Jerry said, ‘Dan made the toast.’


‘That’s why it’s burned, then.’


Danny said, ‘I like it that way.’


Well, maybe.


The point of their coming early was that in order to introduce Beebop to Blue, Jack, Lincoln, and Marcus, we were going to set out eight piles of hay – very nice, delicious piles – and Blue, Jack, Marcus, and Lincoln would consider themselves so rich in hay that they would not mind another gelding joining them for breakfast. I couldn’t help thinking of those pictures of Beebop – if he could kick that high when he was bucking a rider off, how high would he kick to show the other geldings that he was the boss? But Danny and Jerry seemed utterly relaxed. They talked about a movie that was out – Fahrenheit 451. Jerry had read the book. I kept eating. Danny had read the book, too. I nearly choked. I said, ‘What’s it about?’


Jerry ate half a piece of bacon. ‘Well, you know, four hundred fifty-one degrees Fahrenheit is the temperature at which paper burns. It’s about a future time when books are against the law, and if they find you with a book, the firemen burn it.’ I turned to Danny. ‘You read it?’


‘I liked it.’


I must have looked like I didn’t believe him, because he said to Jerry, ‘Abby doesn’t think I know how to read.’


I said, ‘What’s another book you’ve read?’


I thought he would say something like The Black Stallion, but he said, ‘I read A Farewell to Arms.’


Jerry said, ‘That’s a good one.’


I didn’t believe him, though. ‘Why did you read that?’


‘I found it on a shelf where I’m living, and there wasn’t anything else to do, so I read it.’ He stared at me, then sniffed. ‘I liked it.’ Then he said, ‘You should read it.’


The phone rang, and I went into the living room to get it. It was Jane, who was cancelling my lessons for the day. She said, ‘Oh, Abby, I tried to call you last night to tell you that Melinda is down in LA for the weekend, staying with her father, and now Ellen’s mom just called and said that Ellen has a hundred-and-three-degree temperature, which she only knows because Ellen started sweating and panting at the breakfast table. She’s been sick for two days, but keeping it from her mother so that she could have her lesson. That girl! I’ve never seen anyone like her.’


‘I’ll give her an extra one over Christmas vacation.’


‘I’ll tell her that.’


I wasn’t terribly sorry not to be going to the stables. I could get my riding done and have the afternoon to myself.


Then we went out to the horses. They were hungry, since we were about half an hour late (horses always know what time it is where hay is concerned). This was part of the plan, because we wanted them to pay more attention to breakfast than to one another. Beebop knew what time it was, too – he was pawing the floor of his stall. When the four geldings were eating (and the mares, of course), Jerry got him out and took him through the gate of the gelding pasture, then led him to one of the open piles. He started to eat. Lincoln looked at him. Blue looked at him. Marcus looked at him. Jack looked at him. He did not look at them. After maybe fifteen minutes, everyone shifted piles, Lincoln first. It was Blue who moved in on Beebop’s pile, but Beebop just walked over to another one and continued to eat. We watched them for half an hour, then checked on them several more times. Uneventful. When Jack came over after finishing his hay and pranced around, looking for a playmate, Beebop put his ears back. Jack paused, then trotted away, message received. Danny said, ‘I think they’ll be okay.’


Jerry said, ‘Beebop has no problem with other horses.’
















Chapter 2





The next day was rainy and cold, and only a few people showed up for church – the Hollingsworths, of course, and the Brookses. Brother Abner did not show up – I couldn’t remember the last time he’d stayed away. Carlie Hollingsworth and I should have been best friends. We’d known each other our whole lives, we were the same age, and we had done things together at church like babysitting and setting out and clearing up the suppers, but either she thought I was too familiar to be interesting, or I thought that of her. We didn’t even try to be friends. Maybe Brother Abner was my best friend at church. He was like a grandfather or a great-uncle, but an unpredictable one, not a sour one. He sometimes told me stories of his boyhood, which had taken place in upstate New York, and had been full of adventures. The Bible passages he chose to read were usually about forgiveness and mercy. And he had a twinkle in his eye. Not many grown-ups have that. After the service, when I was making my way around the table, putting food on my plate (Sister Larkin and Sister Brooks had brought pot roast, mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, and pumpkin pie – always good), I eavesdropped as the grown-ups whispered to one another.


‘Did he call you?’


‘Not me. Anyone heard from him?’


Head shaking.


‘You ever been to that place he has? It’s only a room with a little corner for a kitchen. You can see the sky through the walls here and there. Must be freezing in this weather.’


‘Someone should go over there.’


‘He would hate that.’


‘Well, yes, but . . .’ Glances at me, then they moved away. I took my food to my seat and picked through it. I never knew Brother Abner lived in one room with thin walls. In fact, I didn’t know how most of them lived. We saw each other in church, and then it was like everyone vanished, only to reappear a few days later. I thought it was a little scary. When we were driving home, I said, ‘I don’t remember Brother Abner ever missing a service before.’


‘That was worrisome,’ said Mom. ‘But look at this rain.’


It was pouring, and the wipers were splashing in it.


Dad said, ‘I’m sure he just didn’t want to drive in this. That old Studebaker he has is a little iffy. Brother Abner has seen the world and survived. He’s the last one I worry about.’


I said, ‘How old is he?’


‘Oh, goodness,’ said Mom, ‘eighty-eight, maybe?’


My grandparents in Oklahoma were young enough to be his children.


‘He’s got a lot on the ball,’ said Dad. ‘That’s for sure.’




*





It was still raining the next day. We wore our raincoats and shuffled around the school grounds, cold and sort of miserable. It was the first real rain of the winter, and as much as we told ourselves that everywhere else in the world it was snowing, sleeting, or hailing, and the temperatures were way below zero, we were depressed. Even Stella could not use the rain to make a style statement – she wore boots and a hat and ran hunched over from class to class, just like everyone else. Sophia, however, was her usual self. We were pretty good friends now, because we always had something to talk about – horses. In history class, while Miss Cumberland was getting her slide show about Romulus and Remus organised, I told her about Vista del Canada.


She said, ‘They have that stallion, Encantado. There was a jumper by him, Incantation. He was nothing at the racetrack, but he could trot a five-foot jump.’


‘Have you ever jumped five feet?’


She shook her head very seriously. ‘My mom won’t let me, so Jane and the colonel watch me like a hawk, but I think Onyx could do it, don’t you?’


I knew enough not to encourage her, but I did think either of her horses could do it – I knew Onyx because he had once been ours, and I knew Pie in the Sky because I’d ridden him earlier in the fall. She went on, ‘Anyway, I would love to see Encantado.’ She sighed. ‘Encantado means “delighted” or “enchanted” in Spanish.’


Miss Cumberland slapped her ruler on her desk, looked straight at us, and asked, ‘Do you girls have something to contribute?’


I zipped my lip, but Sophia said, ‘I guess that depends on the subject.’ She was serious. Sophia never seemed to understand sarcasm.


Because of the rain, the school bus took a long time to get to our stop, and also because of the rain, dusk seemed to be oozing over everything very early. Mom already had all the lights on, which made the house look cheerful and Christmassy. I stomped and shook myself on the front porch, to get as much rain off me as possible, but I still felt soaked when I went through the door. Rusty stood up to greet me. That meant it was really wet – Dad didn’t like Rusty to come in the house, and he had said at least a hundred times that the barn was perfectly dry. Rusty of all animals knew exactly where the barn was, but sometimes Mom made up her mind, and Rusty came inside. The horses would still be out, though. Dad maintained that in spite of what we thought, they preferred it that way, and maybe they did. I planned to give them plenty of hay to help them through the night. The rain also meant no riding, though the arena had such good drainage that once the rain stopped, we could ride after about a day. The first good rain of the year disappeared especially quickly – it was as though the soil and the grass and the oaks just swallowed it down and breathed a sigh of pleasure that was the fragrance you always smelled when you opened a window or a door. I didn’t mind the beginning of winter in California.


On the front table was a letter from Barbie Goldman, who was going to a very strange boarding school down near Los Angeles, where families with plenty of money paid a lot of fees for their children to ride, hike, build fires, sweep, cook, argue about how the world works, and do a lot of homework. Once a week, Barbie and Alexis were driven in from ‘the wilds of Malibu’, as Barbie called them, to a conservatory in the city, where they continued their piano and violin lessons – ‘our one taste of civilisation,’ said Barbie. But the school was famous for one thing, other than roughing it, and that was art. Both twins spent a lot of time doing art. The front of this new envelope was plain white, though my name was in fancy letters, but the back had a seascape on it – a long, pale beach, a blue ocean, a few palm trees, and the white crest of a wave. I got the scissors out of Mom’s sewing basket and slit it open as carefully as I could, then I cut along the sides and the bottom. After I took the envelope upstairs and tacked it to my bulletin board next to the others I’d saved, I realised that I’d almost forgotten to read the letter.






Dec. 1, 1966


Dear Abby,


The Jackson School is releasing us on our own recognisance for exactly TWO WEEKS, starting the 21st of December. Mom has agreed to allow us to come home, as long as we promise to have a party. Alexis and I have decided that a slumber party is what Mom deserves after three and a half months of peace and quiet, so prepare yourself – this is an invitation. We will have ten slumberers. I understand that you can’t bring Blue, because he would have to sleep on the porch, but please sign me up for as many lessons as possible. Your mission, with regard to the slumber party, is to bring along Leslie and Sophia. DON’T TAKE NO FOR AN ANSWER. We really want to meet them. I mean, I realise that Alexis and I have known Leslie for years, but now that the butterfly is out of the chrysalis, we don’t want to miss out on getting to know her better. Only three weeks until we come home – by the time you get this, it will be less. I cannot wait to sleep in a room with central heating.


You’ll be surprised when you see us. We are tanned and have muscles everywhere. My hair is very strange-looking. We aren’t allowed to have shampoo and cream rinse – only to wash with glycerine soap, and that includes hair. So my hair has unbelievable body, but feels like twigs. As it gets colder down here, we are lucky compared to the others, though, because our instruments have to be kept in rooms with consistent temperatures. So I’ve never been happier to practise. I try to practise eight hours a day. We give a recital the day before we leave. It is in that room, so every single person in the school will be there, getting warm.


Mom did ask us whether we want to come back home next year and go to the high school. Alexis and I have NO idea. I think you’ll have to take us on a tour of the campus so that we can decide.


Miss you,


Barbie





That was something to look forward to – a meeting between the Goldman twins and Sophia. They were like creatures from different planets.


The next day, I followed Leslie out of the lunchroom after we’d eaten, making sure first that Gloria and Stella were already on their way to their next class, which was swimming (I didn’t have to take swimming until after Christmas vacation, but everyone had to pass a swimming test before the end of the year). I caught up with Leslie and we walked along for a step or two, then she glanced at me. I said, ‘Can I invite you to something?’


‘Of course you can.’


‘Alexis and Barbie are coming home for Christmas and they want you to come to their slumber party. It’s the twenty-first.’


‘I haven’t been to their place since Julius Caesar.’


I’d forgotten she’d done that with us. I said, ‘Who did you play?’


‘Messala. Man with a torch. Woman with a torch. I don’t remember saying any lines.’


‘You must have said something.’


She smiled. ‘Maybe. But I don’t remember.’


It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what had happened to her, how she had gone from being the quiet, sort of sad and plump girl we thought we knew to this tall, self-confident, athletic girl in front of me, but I said, ‘I wish you’d been here for their party before they went to school. It was fun.’


‘I was here. But I wasn’t ready to appear yet.’


‘Will you appear at the slumber party?’


She didn’t say anything. I put my hand on her elbow. I said, ‘Barbie asked me specifically to ask you and Sophia. I’m sure there will be great food and good games and . . . I don’t know. There’s no one like them around here now.’


‘Okay. It might be fun.’


The next day in history, I asked Sophia. I half expected her to say, ‘What’s a slumber party?’ but instead, she said, ‘I’ve heard of the Goldmans. They used to have parts in plays. I saw them in something years ago. They’re blonde, right? One of them played the child in the play half the time and one of them played the child the other half. Maybe it was Peter Pan? Did they go to your school?’


‘Yes. Now they go to the Jackson School.’


‘I thought of going there.’


‘You did?’


‘Well, my dad thought of me going there. Let’s put it that way. Some client of his got him all excited about it, and it took several slammed doors to talk him out of it.’


I laughed.


Sophia laughed. Then she said, ‘Okay, I’ll go to the slumber party, but maybe only as an observer.’


I never knew what to make of Sophia.


A few days went by, and we didn’t hear anything more from Mr Matthews, or from Roscoe Pelham. I thought it was funny that his name was the same as the name of a type of bit. It was as if my name were ‘Abby Snaffle’ or ‘Ruth Abigail Eggbutt’.


On Thursday, though, the call came. Dad answered, and said, ‘Yes, yes. Oh, sure, that sounds fine. Let me get her,’ and then he handed the phone to me.


I said, ‘Hello?’


A smooth Southern voice said, ‘Is this Abby Lovitt?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh, Abby! Nice to be speaking to you. This is Roscoe Pelham over at Vista del Canada. I wanted to consult you about your colt . . .  Let’s see, the Jaipur colt. What’s his name?’


‘Jack.’


‘Jack?’


I said, ‘So far.’


‘Jack So Far. That’s a good name. I like it. Let me write that down.’


I said, ‘But—’


And he just kept going on, smoothly. ‘Well, now. I’m looking forward to meeting you. You know your brother, Daniel, has done some shoeing for us this week. He ought to work out fine, splitting his time between here and the Marble Ranch. He’s a bright kid, good hand with a horse.’ He paused. ‘Jack So Far. Jack can go sooo far. Good racing handle. Jack So Far.’


‘Mr—’


‘Now, here’s the deal. We’ve agreed to break the horse for Barry Matthews. He’s a friend of mine, and he’s got a couple of horses down there in Texas that my owner here, Mr Leamann, wants to send to Kentucky. We normally train for the California tracks, but if they got to go east, then they got to get used to the humidity, no two ways about that. So I don’t mind a little back-scratching between friends, and as we see how he goes on, well, we’ll get to that, but I understand you’ve maintained the colt all this time, since he was born. All right, then. Daniel can just bring that young man over here, and we’ll take a look at him. All right?’


‘I gue—’


‘Hope to meet you, too.’ I could hear him saying goodbye as he took the receiver of the phone away from his mouth, and then there was a click. Roscoe Pelham seemed like a nice person, but there was not going to be any getting a word in edgewise with him.


Dad had gone upstairs, and Mom had been out on the porch petting Rusty. When she came in, I said, ‘I guess Danny’s going to take Jack over to that place.’


Mom said, ‘I don’t understand this racing business, but if . . .’


‘Maybe it’s just for a month or two.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Well, Mr Pelham said they would see how he gets along.’


‘You seem worried. What are you worried about?’


Dad came down the stairs. He said, ‘Putting her horse in the hands of crooks.’


‘Is Mr Matthews a crook?’


‘I’m not saying that.’


‘What are you saying, then?’


Dad shook his head, then said, ‘I wish I knew.’


Mom laughed, and then Dad said, ‘It’s not like we never knew any horse-racing people. We did. My mom had an uncle, back when we were kids, Uncle Bart. Uncle Bart would give you odds on whether there would be bacon for breakfast, or whether a horse who had gotten down to roll would roll all the way over. If you had a nickel, Uncle Bart would promise you a dime if two crows took off from a tree limb at the same time. If they didn’t, you had to give him your nickel. He went to racetracks all over. I think he ended up in Chicago. After a while, no one ever talked about him.’


‘Was he saved?’


‘About a hundred times,’ said Dad. ‘He liked that, too.’ He shook his head. ‘And I’ve seen some old racehorses, not the kind that win the Kentucky Derby and go to a nice farm for the rest of their lives, like Jaipur, but some of the ones who race twenty times a year until they’re eight or nine, then go to the sale yard and can hardly walk. It’s not a blessed world.’


I said, ‘But Sophia knows a horse, a son of that stallion they have at Vista del Canada, who left the track and became a great jumper.’


Mom said, ‘We’ll take it one step at a time.’


Anyway, Jaipur had won the Belmont Stakes, not the Kentucky Derby, but I didn’t say anything. Had we talked about money? I thought over what Roscoe Pelham had said, and decided that what he meant was, since we’d had Jack his whole life, it was even stevens for them to give him his early training. That was enough for now.
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