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The American Pony

Horses of every temperament and every sort

of habit, good or bad, provided there was

expectation they would get us there and back,

were considered ‘safe.’

- Agnes Morley Cleaveland

“Well, from where I stand,” said Sir Edmund Marsland, “I can’t see very much wrong with the world.”

Sir Edmund was standing on the veranda of the Wellman ranch house. In front of him a long green slope fell away and narrowed into pine forest at the base, and beyond that, majestic shoulders of pine-clothed mountain rose one behind the other, cresting almost on a level with where Sir Edmund stood. Above them the clear Colorado sky was vividly blue and white; and on the whole, even the most discriminating critic of beauty would have had a hard time disagreeing with Sir Edmund’s statement.

Lady Marsland, sitting just behind him on the veranda, lifted her head with a smile at her husband’s remark and seemed about to agree with him. But her sister-in-law, Miss Frederica Marsland, merely sniffed.

“On the contrary, Edmund,” she said, “I really don’t think I’ve drawn an easy breath since we left Chicago. I simply cannot bring myself to feel safe.”

“That’s hardly flattering to our hosts,” observed Lady Marsland.

“Of course I have nothing to say against Delia’s friends. I’m sure they are very nice people, especially for Americans, and Mrs. Wellman is quite as lovely as everyone said she was,” said Miss Marsland, still addressing her brother, in the manner of one who believes she is being both flattering and conciliating, as she stabbed her crochet needle briskly into her fancy lace-work and plucked it back again. “But I’m sure you can hardly blame me for not feeling quite at my ease out here. One feels the wilderness might re-envelop the place at any moment.”

Sir Edmund laughed, and gestured with the hand that held his pipe toward one of the stately pines that shaded the veranda. “Trees like this take rather a long time to grow, Frederica.”

An impartial observer might have thought Miss Marsland’s speech rather tactless, considering that both her sister-in-law and the fourth occupant of the veranda, a middle-aged lady sitting back tranquilly in the shade by the screen door, were American by birth. It is true that the latter lady’s eyes had gone rather interestedly to Sir Edmund’s face as Miss Marsland spoke, curious to note his reaction. But Sir Edmund was apparently undisturbed.

Sir Edmund was a tall, fine-looking man of around forty, not precisely handsome, but with a strongly-marked countenance that commanded respect and dignified touches of gray beginning to show at his temples. He strolled along the edge of the veranda, holding his pipe in his mouth and contemplating the views of the ranch pastures below that could be seen through gaps in the pines. “Yes, Wellman’s done well for himself here,” he went on, his eyes fixed on the big barn and corrals that stood halfway down the hillside. “Oliver should have a talk with him before he goes; he’d likely benefit. And Maxine has kept her looks remarkably well for living out here so long.”

“To hear you and Frederica talk, you wouldn’t think that ‘out here’ was less than an hour from a railroad and telephone and practically every civilized comfort,” said Lady Marsland with tolerant humor. “Sour Springs isn’t exactly a log-cabin trading post.”

“Oh, no—oh, dear, no,” said Mrs. Meade, to whom this remark seemed to be addressed out of courtesy. She added modestly, “We have a literary society, and three churches now the Congregational one is finished, and there is even talk of a second hotel.”

Miss Frederica Marsland lifted her eyebrows politely with a noncommittal “Ah,” which showed that these facts had failed to properly impress her. Mrs. Meade reflected that certain members of the Sour Springs literary society would probably have willingly slain her on the spot.

Sir Edmund halted in his stroll back toward the ladies and nodded downhill. “Here come the boys.”

Lady Marsland and Mrs. Meade both leaned forward a little to look where two riders had come in view on the trail winding up through the pines—Lady Marsland with a look of maternal pleasure coming into her eyes at the approach of her only son; and Mrs. Meade because she was always interested in young people, and found these ones interesting specimens.

Allen Wellman and Ronald Marsland were both fifteen years old, and about the same height, but there the resemblance ended. Allen was a junior reflection of both his parents, with his mother’s golden hair and his father’s square, strong features and competent manner. He had the lean, limber frame and relaxed posture of one who had grown up in the saddle. Ronald, though he sat straight and rode well, was obviously new to the Western saddle and style of riding, but his enthusiasm was even more obvious than his inexperience. He had smoothly-parted dark hair and a sensitive, alert face, with features refined by his mother’s beauty from the slightly craggy family countenance of the Marslands.

Though they were ostensibly together, Allen rode a little ahead, and there did not seem to be any conversation between them as they rode up toward the house. As they drew nearer Ronald waved a hand gaily to his family, and Sir Edmund chuckled under his breath. “Ronald certainly has no fault to find with anything on this visit. He’s having the time of his life.”

“I only wish he might have it a little less dangerously,” said Miss Marsland, the row of little lines in her forehead more pronounced than before.

“Oh, Frederica, he’s perfectly all right,” said Lady Marsland a little impatiently. “I think it’s excellent for him to spend so much time out of doors after being at school for so long.”

“It isn’t the same as riding at home,” protested Miss Marsland. “These American horses frighten me so. They don’t even look like proper horses.”

Mrs. Meade, sitting behind her, did not need to hide her smile. The boys’ mounts were cow ponies with a strong strain of mustang blood: Allen’s was a stocky, tough-looking buckskin with black points, while Ronald rode a showy bay pinto, strikingly patched in brown and white with a mingled black-and-white mane and tail. To one accustomed to sleek matched carriage horses they must look outlandish indeed. Mrs. Meade wondered for a fleeting second if her much-petted nephew’s enthusiasm for all things American had the effect of increasing Miss Marsland’s disfavor—and then found Sir Edmund voicing a reflection of the thought. “Best not say so to Ronald; he’s fallen in love with that horse. Probably for that very reason.”

The pinto pony chose this propitious moment to rear up suddenly. Ronald slid back in the saddle and lost one stirrup—Miss Marsland uttered a shriek, and the boy’s parents involuntary exclamations, though not particularly alarmed ones; but Ronald caught a handful of the pied mane and regained his seat and the stirrup as the pony came down on all four feet again.

“Give him his head,” said Allen Wellman from off to the side, and Mrs. Meade thought she detected a hint of veiled disgust in his voice, though to her eyes Ronald had done nothing wrong. “Don’t fight him; let him have his head a minute and he’ll stop; that’s all he wants.”

The pony plunged and reared again, but Ronald, now prepared for it, appeared to Mrs. Meade to be rather enjoying himself. Miss Marsland, however, added drama to the scene by dropping her needlework, clasping her hands, and giving a gasp and shriek every time the pony’s head bobbed. “Edmund—Edmund, do something! Tell him to get off that dreadful horse at once!”

“Frederica, hush; you’re only liable to spook the horse more.” Lady Marsland’s voice was a bit more crisply American than usual.

“I say, Ronald—” Sir Edmund stepped off the veranda, and the pinto shied away from him and collided with Allen’s pony, which lashed out a kick with its hind hoofs and whipped its head around in an attempt to bite the obstreperous pinto. Miss Marsland gave a piercing scream.

The screen door beside Mrs. Meade creaked and Maxine Wellman was with them on the veranda, looking both fresh and practical in a simple lilac linen gown. “What’s all the fuss?” she said.

Both boys had gotten their mounts under control by now, the pinto looking particularly demure with his neck arched and champing delicately at his bit, so the reason for the fuss was not immediately apparent. But Frederica Marsland was still frantic. “Edmund, you cannot allow him to take such risks! Ronald, come down off that horse at once, do you hear me?”

“The horse does look a bit of a handful, Ronald,” said Sir Edmund; but rather perfunctorily, as if he would not have offered such an opinion without being prompted. “Perhaps you’d be better off with a quieter mount.”

Ronald, even more confident of himself after the skirmish with his horse, was predictably indignant. “Why, Father, I’ve ridden this horse every day we’ve been here! I can handle him perfectly well.”

Sir Edmund turned to Allen Wellman. “Haven’t you another horse here that’s a little safer?”

The look of elaborate boredom on Allen’s face did not deceive his mother or Mrs. Meade in the least, but there was no time for either of them to ward off what was coming. Allen slackened the reins on his own pony’s neck and said, deliberately, “Any horse we’ve got is safe, if you know how to ride him.”

Ronald flashed him a look, easily interpreted by boys the world over no matter the differences in their upbringing. Mrs. Wellman stepped into the breach: “At any rate, supper’s in half an hour. Allen, you and Ronald go rub down your horses, and then I want you cleaned up and changed for supper.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Allen. He turned his pony, and Ronald brought the pinto alongside, and they rode off at a walk down the shaded path toward the big two-level barn. To the adults on the veranda it was plain that neither so much as turned his head to look at the other as they went.

Maxine Wellman watched them for a moment, and then spoke thoughtfully to Lady Marsland. “Delia dear, in spite of best efforts, I don’t believe our offspring have hit it off any too well.”

“I know it,” said Delia Marsland regretfully. “I had hoped they’d get along; they’re so near in age. But I’m afraid the mere fact of their mothers being friends is hardly enough to endear two boys to each other when they hardly even speak the same language.”

“A slap at the English, or the Americans?” said Maxine Wellman, giving her friend’s shoulder a teasing push, and they laughed like the girls they had been together years before.

Miss Marsland’s voice fell upon their ears. She had risen and taken her brother’s arm as he returned to the veranda, and was still lecturing him earnestly. “Do be reasonable, Edmund. You must forbid him to ride that horse again. I simply can’t abide knowing he is running such risks—”

“For heaven’s sake, we can’t molly-coddle him,” said Lady Marsland, the laughter leaving her face. “Oh, don’t look like that, Frederica. I’m as anxious about him as any mother of a boy can be, but he must be allowed to grow up sometime. Ronald looked to me like he handled that horse well. You ought to be proud of him, Edmund.”

“It is quite possible to be proud of him while knowing his bones are not in danger of being broken!” exclaimed Miss Marsland.

Mrs. Meade, watching the scene attentively, saw Delia Marsland’s eyes go to her husband’s face—not in appeal; she had too much pride for that in front of her sister-in-law; but waiting for judgment. Miss Marsland wore an insistent frown.

Sir Edmund hesitated. When his pronouncement came, it was far less decisive than Mrs. Meade had expected from a man whose appearance and bearing suggested strength of character. 
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