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      To all girls and boys who grow up adoring horses. It’s a passion that never completely leaves you. I still wake up from dreams and imagine that I am schooling one tempi flying lead changes or a pirouette on Banjo, or charging into a flock of geese on Scarabaeus, or turning Giliap down the center line of the Dixon Oval. I can recall the physical movements of those horses. Their gaits are stamped into the fiber of my being. My legs and arms jerk and twitch with the signals that my brain and my body have not forgotten even though now it has been decades since I lived the horsey life.

      Horses are often a solitary but consuming passion, which makes the people with whom we share that passion even more important. This novel is dedicated to Emily Rawle. Emily was a true horsewoman across several disciplines with feel, talent, and joy in the equestrian arts. Riding and showing with Emily are among my most treasured equestrian experiences. Montreal, Region Three, Prissy and Banjo. These are magical memories for me. I miss you, Em! We will ride again together one day.

      At this point in my life, I’ve forgotten more than most people ever know about horses. This isn’t meant to sound arrogant. I spent most of my youth and early adulthood in a saddle instead of pursuing more pragmatic concerns. I experienced the true magic of a horse’s soul fusing with my own. Even now, I close my eyes and try to recapture that moment, that feeling for which all riders strive. It’s ephemeral, elusive, like trying to hold onto a dream once you’re awake. Like any true horse person, I had that feeling once upon a time and that experience forever changed me.

      This is a story about a girl and horse. It is not a true story in any sense. The characters are made up, but as with Viking in A Horse Named Viking, Tandy was a real horse. I knew her and loved her. I hope this fictional story does her justice.
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      Peering through the trees, Ellen glimpsed the reason she was out in a midafternoon thunderstorm. A palomino horse galloped frantically in the pasture behind her grandparents’ yard.

      “Tandy, I’m coming. You’re going to be okay,” Ellen called out to her. What was wrong with Tandy? Why didn’t the mare stay in the shed until the storm ended? There was something ominous and out-of-sorts about this weather. It had been a sunny if muggy June afternoon. Then, the sky had gone dark, and she’d heard the ominous grumble of thunder overhead.

      I have no luck, Ellen Sanz reflected. This summer storm was just one more instance in a long line of misfortune that Ellen continued to experience in her sixteen years of life. Besides the horrific accident which had irrevocably altered her and Linda’s, her mother’s, life there had been other incidents which suggested that the fates were aligned against them.

      There had been that time when Linda took Ellen snowmobiling up in the mountains around Lake Tahoe. At the time, Ellen had been about seven years old. It was one of the last vacations that she, her mother and her father, Daniel, had taken together as a family. On that day, it had been just the two of them, Ellen and Linda. Linda had said that she “had a special treat planned for them.” Now, nine years later, all Ellen remembered was the sensation of flying along on the snowmobile, an impression of bright blue sky and white snow, then the feeling of being catapulted through the air after her mother took a sharp turn. Ellen had landed so hard she thought she’d broken every bone in her body. She’d been unable to breathe. Predictably, her mother’s first words to her after the accident had been, “Don’t tell your father.”

      Ellen hadn’t. Nevertheless, Daniel had left them shortly thereafter. He’d said it wasn’t about Ellen, that he loved her with his whole his heart, but he couldn’t take Linda’s desire to lead a gypsy life as a professional horsewoman. He’d fought hard to have Ellen live with him, but she’d fought equally hard to remain with her mother. Since then, it had been just the two of them, Linda and Ellen, against the world.

      Linda had been an elite professional equestrian who lived an itinerant existence. Following clients and their horses, Linda and Ellen had done the winter show circuit in Florida. They’d spent their summers in Annapolis, Maryland, which was within reasonable driving distance of the horse shows in the Northeast. In Maryland, the stables where Linda had ridden had been a little more than an hour away from Linda’s parents, Betsy and Bernard Hogan, so Ellen had spent some time at their hobby farm. Annapolis was also reasonably close to Daniel and his new family, who lived in northern Virginia.

      It had been an exciting life travelling from horse show to horse show, but it made attending school difficult for Ellen. She missed large chunks of time. In the end, it had proven easier for Ellen to attend a virtual school. It made sense; she’d argued with Daniel, who’d wanted her to have a more traditional high school experience. She wouldn’t miss anything academic in a virtual as opposed to a traditional school. For a long while, things had worked. Until their luck gave out completely, until THE ACCIDENT.

      There was Ellen’s life before the accident and her life after the accident. Before the accident, Ellen and her mother had been a team. Linda competed and Ellen did schoolwork and took pictures of her mother and the beautiful horses she rode and competed. Now, Ellen was living at her grandparents’ hobby farm in Monkton, Maryland, tucked into one of the tiny rooms of their prefab house. It was the summer before her senior year of high school. She felt weird, and out of place. She had no friends in the area.

      Standing on the porch, Ellen glared through narrowed brown eyes out at the blackened sky and the wind whipping the tree branches about. “I hate you!” she shouted into the rising wind. That stormy sky summed up her frustration with her life, with all that had gone wrong in the past few months.

      Moppy, her cockapoo dog, wriggled in her arms, trying to break free. “No, you’re not getting away again,” she muttered, burying her nose in his soft, dusty curls. “I have to get Tandy. She’s being an idiot like you, running around out in this storm. I’m going to lock both of you up in the barn, where you’ll be safe. This storm’s getting nasty.” The sky exploded with lightning, followed by a resounding boom. Moppy became frantic, scratching Ellen’s short clad thighs with his nails. Flinching, she shifted his almost thirty pounds in her tiring arms. Again, she glanced at the sky, which lit with another bolt of lightning.

      “One-one thousand. Two-one thousand.” Boom! The heavens exploded with thunder. Now Ellen kept her head down. It’s terrifying. But I can’t leave Tandy out there in the pasture. She could get hit by lightning. By now, she was half-way across her grandparents’ backyard to the two-stall barn.

      The mare’s terrified clarion cry rang out again. “Tandy, I’m coming!” Ellen ran. She was nearly to the middle of the yard, past the garden where plants fluttered frantically in the wind, moving in concert with the branches of the ancient line of oak trees which extended through the yard and out into the pasture. Everything was whipping madly about in the increasingly powerful storm winds.

      Thunder boomed again. Ellen heard and viscerally felt the thud of galloping hoofbeats on the summer hardened ground. Tandy. She felt a rain drop hit her smack on the forehead and then another. By now, she was under the first of the gigantic oak trees. Here she was protected from the rain, which was beginning to fall. Nervously, she glanced up at the tree above her. You never want to be under a tree during an electrical storm. That was a rule right up there with never swim alone. But there was no avoiding the row of two-hundred-year-old oaks. The only way out to Tandy and the pasture gate was under the canopy of trees. Glancing back at the house, she saw her grandfather hurrying as best he could with his artificial hip down the back porch steps. He called to her, waving her back to the house, though she could not hear his words over sky booms, hoofbeats, and the terrified horse.

      “I have to get Tandy,” she shouted back to her grandfather. “I have to bring her in.”

      He shook his head in denial and cupped his mouth, responding to her, but Ellen still couldn’t hear him over the storm sounds. She didn’t want to hear him. I must save Tandy.

      Suddenly, she heard another ominous boom and a long, cracking sound. Her heart exploding in her chest, she glanced up to see one of those enormous oak trees plummeting towards her.
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        * * *

      

      Green. The first thing Ellen was aware of was the color and the smell of green. The world had a dream-like quality, as if she were just waking up. Distantly, she heard voices screaming and calling her name. Green, smooth and cool. Something scratchy on her face. “Ellen! Ell-en!” She shook her head a little, trying to clear out the cobwebs. Her brain wasn’t working right. She knew those voices. It was her Poppa and her Nanna calling her name. They sounded terrified. Ellen felt a tear trickle out of her eye and run down her cheek. Despite everything, she didn’t want things to end here and now with her dead under a tree. I’m sorry I was so horrible, Nanna and Poppa. For so long, all she’d wanted was her old life back. Now she merely wanted to live. She’d figure out the rest later.

      “I’m here,” she croaked. “I’m here,” she said again, her voice a little stronger. Then, one of her grandfather’s weathered and scarred hands penetrated the green, leafy world in which she was buried. She reached for the hand, gripped it, and she found herself being drawn through a scratchy, tearing bramble of branches and leaves. Miraculously, she wasn’t pinned under the tree trunk or even a heavy branch. Somehow, the big branches and the trunk of the tree had missed her when they’d fallen to earth after the tree had been struck by lightning.

      Now, her grandfather’s arms were around her, hugging her tight. He drew back from her. His tanned and lined face was wet with tears. “We thought we’d lost you.”

      Ellen sniffed and swiped at her dripping nose. Understanding of the situation swept through her. “I almost died, right?”

      Her grandpa laughed, his kindly face expressing joy and relief.

      “Bernie, do you have her?” Her grandmother called from across the yard beyond the wreckage of the enormous fallen tree. Her two Pekinese dogs barked frantically while dashing around her legs. Ellen was relieved to see Moppy dart over to join the rest of the pack. Moppy, I forgot about him, but he’s okay, too. We all made it!

      “I have her, Betsy,” Bernie waved to his wife, who clasped her hands to her heart.

      A frantic whinny shattered the moment.

      “Tandy!” Ellen muttered. “We have to bring her in.”

      “You mean, you came out here in a thunderstorm, almost got killed by a tree, all to get that darned horse? There’s a shed on the other side of those stalls. She’s fine. What were you thinking about?”

      Ellen didn’t reply right away. She nibbled on her lip and reached up a trembling hand to pull a leafed branch from her hair. The reality of how close she had come to death rattled her. “It’s not just any horse. It’s Tandy. She’s…my friend.”

      Bernie rubbed at his face in disbelief. “What is it about this family and horses? We’re all fools. I’ll get the horse. You have a bump on your noggin that’s swelling up. I don’t want you out in this storm.”

      “I can get her.”

      “No, you can’t. I’ll take care of that darned mare. You get inside and have your mom or Betsy look at that bump and decide whether we should take you to the hospital.”

      Still dazed, Ellen nodded and headed to the house. Betsy met her halfway and took her by the arm. Despite how her head pounded with every move, Ellen turned back to the pasture and saw that Bernie had caught Tandy and was leading the mare through the pasture gate. Poppa will take care of her. She trusted her grandfather implicitly. He was an animal lover, if not specifically a horseman.

      “Do you need any help getting changed?” Betsy led Ellen into her room. Ellen sat down on the bed and began to toe off her shoes. Betsy’s lips were pursed with worry, accentuating the lines etched into the skin around them.

      Ellen shook her head as she reached down to pull off a sock.

      “Ellen, were you knocked out?” Betsy asked. “Do you think you have a concussion? That’s nothing to mess around with. Bernie and I saw a program on football players and concussions.” She paused, exhaling slowly. “Your Poppa and I thought, well, there’s no point in discussing that,” she shook her head dismissively, seeking to drive out the terror of the moment that Ellen had disappeared under the falling tree trunk. “You should get those wet clothes off and rest. I’ll go get your mother.”

      Ellen reached out and grabbed her grandmother’s hand, which was warm and callused from working in her garden. “Don’t get Mom. There’s no point. What’s she going to do?”

      Betsy sighed again, saying nothing. “How do you feel? Do you think you’re concussed?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I mean, I’m not even sure I was knocked out. And if I was, it was only for a second or so. Maybe I just closed my eyes when I saw that tree falling right at me. I really don’t want to go to the hospital.”

      Betsy shivered at the memory of that horrible moment. She shook her forefinger at her granddaughter. “Well then, young lady, I’m keeping my eye on you tonight. If I suspect there’s anything wrong with you, I’m taking you to the hospital. Is that clear?”

      Ellen nodded and waited until Betsy drew the door closed on her way out. Then, she rose to her feet stiffly, feeling some new aches and pains. In addition to her head, she was sore along her right side, especially at her shoulder and her hip. Must be where I hit the ground. She stripped off her wet clothes and threw them into the laundry basket. She pulled on some dry, light-weight sweats, which felt comfy in the cool air of the air-conditioned house. Maybe I should go see Mom, she considered. She shrugged, then padded down the hallway to her mother’s room. Cautiously, she opened the door to peer inside. As was her mother’s custom, the curtains were drawn and the room, dark. It took Ellen’s eyes a minute to adjust to the absence of natural light. She could make out her mother’s form on the canopy bed. Ellen swallowed her disappointment. Asleep again. Really?

      “Mom?” she asked. Then again, “Mom?” But Linda didn’t move, or was she pretending that she couldn’t hear her daughter? Thunder boomed again, but now more distantly. Ellen jumped, but her mother remained corpse still.

      “Mom?” She reached out and pushed her mother’s leg. Still, there was no reaction. Ellen shrank back toward the door. It’s the pills they have her on. It’s like Mom’s not here anymore. Ellen shook her head. She’d learned months ago not to rely on her mother for anything. The junk those doctors put Mom on is making her worse now, less herself, not better. Despairing and resigned, Ellen stepped back out of the room, quietly closing the door behind her. She headed to the kitchen and Betsy.

      The storm raged on for another half an hour. Ellen and her grandparents were hunkered down in the kitchen when the power went out. The usual late afternoon heat had been driven off by the storm. As a result, the air was cooler than usual. The windows and the front and back doors to the little house were wide open, to let out the heat. As the threesome played gin rummy, they were accompanied by a symphony of croaking frogs.

      Ellen propped her chin on her hands, her elbows, on the wooden kitchen table, her gaze travelling about the room. Betsy’s kitchen was cluttered but tidy and decorated in warm earthy browns and burgundies. It was warm and welcoming, just like her grandparents, Ellen acknowledged. Her gaze settled on the clear jar of gummy bears on the kitchen cabinet. Betsy kept it filled, since she knew they were Ellen’s favorite candy. Ellen had shoved her hand into the neck of the gummy bear jar more than once in the days since she and Linda had moved in with her grandparents. Sure, gummy bears are kiddish, but they’re yummy. That’s how things were in this house; safe, comfortable, and thoughtful. There was food in the fridge and in the pantries. I don’t have to try and figure out something to eat because Mom is passed out.

      Ellen studied her grandparents. There was a comfortable solidity to them, as opposed to her mother, who was so thin it sometimes seemed as if she was vanishing into mist. Bernie was a substantial man, a little over six feet, and solid with the frame of someone who’d physically worked hard his entire life. His shoulders were stooped and his thinning white hair neatly combed over to the side. His face was tanned from days spent mowing the lawn on his tractor. He had a hooked nose and kind eyes. Betsy was more youthful looking than her husband of forty plus years. She was slender and bronzed from working in her garden. Her jaw length hair was dyed blond and always tidy. She didn’t wear makeup, and she preferred to be barefoot outside. She was still lovely in her seventh decade of life and had large dark eyes that sparkled with humor. Her grandmother reached over with her left hand and scratched Ellen’s back, the way she had since Ellen had been a little girl.

      “Want us to deal you in?” Betsy asked, her voice, husky and surprisingly deep.

      “No, I’m fine. I’ll wait until the next game.”

      “You won’t have to wait long.” Bernie snorted. “This one’ll be over in a few minutes.”

      Betsy glanced at her husband, then adjusted her butterfly framed glasses by pressing them up her nose. “I think you’re a little overly confident, Bernie.”

      Ellen sighed audibly.

      “What’s wrong, Ellen girl?” her grandfather asked. “You feelin’ all right?” He studied her. “Your head bothering you?

      “I told you we should have taken her to the doctor, Bernie,” Betsy asserted, brushing a strand of dark hair back from where it clung to Ellen’s sweat dampened forehead. Her action drew everyone’s eyes to the now purple and reddish egg on Ellen’s forehead.

      “I’m okay. It’s not my head and I’m fine, honest. It’s just, well, Mom.” Ellen leaned forward, her voice dropping to a whisper. “She doesn’t or won’t pull herself together. I nearly get killed by a tree falling on me and she doesn’t even get out of bed. That’s messed up. It’s been months now. I thought she would get better here, but she’s the same.”

      Betsy set down her cards and turned toward her granddaughter, holding her arms open. Ellen allowed herself to be held, though her frame remained stiff and resistant. Neither grandparent responded right away.

      “Well, she was resting. The storm didn’t wake her up,” Bernie offered.

      “Resting?” Ellen raised a dubious eyebrow. “Who rests all day?”

      “She doesn’t know what happened to you yet,” Betsy demurred.

      “Of course, she doesn’t, because she’s taken her ‘medicine,’ a lot of good it’s doing her. Besides, it’s not like she would even care.”

      “Of course, she cares about you. Your mother loves you,” Betsy stated.

      “Really? It’s not like she shows it,” Ellen muttered in a softer voice. “All she does is sleep and go to PT. Some days, she doesn’t even talk to me. That’s how it was in Annapolis. Now that we’re here, she has you two enabling her. That’s what it’s called when you do everything for her. That’s what the counselor told me.”

      Bernie lowered his head and gazed down at his opened palms. “Your mother lost so much in the accident. She lost her livelihood and her identity.”

      “Give her time,” Betsy suggested.

      “Well, now she’s losing her daughter,” Ellen snapped back.

      “That’s not fair,” Bernie broke in. “She had a brain injury. These things take time to heal.”

      “Bernie, Ellen deserves to be spoken to as an adult. She’s been dealing with this as an adult for more than a year now.” Betsy gave her husband the “eye.” “We should tell her.”

      “Tell me what? That Mom’s hooked on painkillers,” Ellen stated baldly. “She takes jars of stuff. She’s addicted.”

      “You knew?” Bernie was surprised.

      “How could I not?”

      “Ellen, Linda is embarrassed, ashamed. You know she was in pain after the accident. The doctors put her on painkillers, and she is having a tough time getting off them. She came back here this summer so that she could get some help. She knew that she couldn’t get clean and take care of you all alone,” Betsy explained. “At least she recognized the problem. She’s working with folks who are trying to get her off all that stuff.”

      “They should never have put your mother on it,” Bernie offered. “And maybe you’re right about us doing too much for her since you two moved in.”

      “Until now, I’ve been the one taking care of her,” Ellen replied, pushing a hand through her still damp hair. Her fingers met resistance in the tangles, but she forced them through. Her scalp ached from the tug on the swollen egg.

      “We know,” Bernie agreed. “We wanted you to be able to be a normal teenager again. We should have been more honest with you.”

      Feeling pain rise in her throat, Ellen inhaled shakily and stared at the wall opposite her, at the chicken border that separated the brown wall below from the burgundy above. She struggled to maintain her composure. Again, she felt her grandmother’s hand on her back. That made the tears come. Ellen turned toward Betsy, who put her arms around her. She buried herself in the familiar scent of her grandmother, a mixture of freshly mown grass, sunshine, a little body musk, and lingering traces of her favorite Joy perfume that she dabbed on in the morning. Ellen cried sloppily and achingly, expressing her pain at missing her mother, at the loss of their lives as they’d been. Her grandmother rocked her back and forth as if she were still a little girl.

      Finally, when she had calmed down, her face, hot and wet with tears, she took the yellow handkerchief her grandfather held out to her.

      “Is that your handkerchief, Bernie?” Betsy asked, scowling with disapproval.

      “I always carry two,” Bernie replied. “That one’s clean. I always carry two in case someone else needs one. You know that, Betsy.”

      Ellen took the handkerchief and wiped away her tears. Then she blew her nose.

      “Ellen,” Betsy began, “You can’t do anything about your mother’s situation. That’s up to her. Now, about you, young lady. Ellen, that horse would have been fine out there even in the thunderstorm. You weren’t using the sense you were born with, running around after her out there.” Betsy’s gaze, steady and unrelenting on her granddaughter.

      “Tandy was scared.” Ellen insisted. Her chin firming. “She needed help. I had to get her in,” she muttered. “What if she’d been hit by lightning or a tree had fallen on her the way it almost did on me? I’m going to take care of her,” Ellen insisted. “The way my mom should have taken care of me but didn’t.” Once the words were out there, Ellen cringed, wanting to take them back even though they were what she felt.

      “We’re here to help you,” Betsy replied. “You need to stop feeling sorry for yourself, young lady. I know you have been through a lot, but you aren’t alone now.”

      Ellen couldn’t stop the words that poured out of her. “My life sucks,” she began. “Yeah, Mom got hurt. She can’t jump anymore. That totally sucks, but what about me? This whole thing sucked for me, too. I don’t want to be here in the middle of the boonies shoveling horse manure every day. Seriously, I hate being here and I hate my life.” Ellen stood abruptly up. Catching the look that passed between her grandparents, she felt terrible. They were trying to be nice to her, and she had just made a bad situation that much worse.

      She left the kitchen, hurrying down the short hallway and into her bedroom. Slamming the door shut, she flopped down on the bed, then reconsidered and locked the door. Sure, they could get in if they wanted to, but the locked door would at least communicate that she wanted to be alone.

      Feeling miserable, disgusted with how mean she had been, she lay back down on the bed. Her bedroom was sticky and with no air movement. The power was still off. Her wide-open eyes stared at the white ceiling, tears sliding down her cheeks. Her heart pounded, and she felt hot and sick and sad. Why did I have to be such a brat? I hurt Nanna and Poppa. Ellen couldn’t help but reflect that this time she’d been the one to inflict the damage.
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        Two Months Prior

      

      

      Ellen saw the golden horse for the first time on the May afternoon she and her mother had arrived at her grandparents’ hobby farm in rural Monkton, Maryland. She’d just made the left turn onto Sparks Road when she glimpsed the palomino mare galloping along the weathered three rail fence line that extended up to the backyard of her grandparents’ house. The palomino squealed, tossing her head, farted, and then dashed away, disappearing behind a hill. Along both sides of the narrow and bumpy road, horse pastures extended for as far as the eye could see. The fence on her grandparents’ side had once been white but now was gray, warped, and weatherworn. In contrast, the fence on the other side stood alertly upright like a soldier on duty and was newly painted black. Ellen knew that fence belonged to Stoney Manor Farm, a nearby riding academy where her grandfather had taken her several times when she was a little girl. The palomino horse suddenly reappeared. She neighed and the clarion call rang through Ellen’s opened driver’s side window.

      Despite all that had happened, despite her anger at horses and how one horse had ruined her mother’s life and Ellen’s own, her heart began to pound. The vibrancy of that palomino against the rich pallet of spring colors took her breath away. It was a spectacularly beautiful late spring afternoon in the Maryland countryside, the sort of day that made one forget about the suffocating heat and humidity of Mid-Atlantic June and July. A Palomino. They were unusual in the rarified world of top tier hunters and jumpers that Ellen and her mother had occupied and then abruptly left a year ago now.

      “Would you look at her?” Ellen observed. Her heart stirred at the sight of the palomino mare galloping in the field. She glanced over at her mother in the passenger seat to see if she had taken note as well.

      Her mother, Linda, turned her head so that her good eye faced out Ellen’s window. She tilted her sunglasses down her nose. “Oh, a horse,” she muttered flatly, then turned back to the screen of the cell phone in her other palm.

      Ellen ignored her mother and continued to stare at the palomino in the pasture. She guessed the mare was about fifteen three, a small horse, but well-muscled, albeit too thin. Ellen recognized the athletic lines of the mare’s body. She also noticed that the white tail was stained, and the horse’s mane was long, matted, and wild. After the first impression of golden beauty, Ellen couldn’t help but observe there was a general air of neglect to the palomino mare.

      Ellen was so distracted by the horse that she nearly missed the entrance to her grandparents’ driveway, which was nearly lost in a forsythia hedge from which the yellow flowers had long since faded. She stepped abruptly on the brakes, and both Ellen’s and her mother’s heads and necks jerked forward.

      “Ellen, pay attention,” her mother reprimanded her. Linda reached down by her feet to grab her sunglasses, which had fallen off at the abrupt stop.

      Ellen didn’t bother to reply, just turned the wheel so that they headed down the crushed stone driveway. “I can’t believe that we’re actually moving here,” she grumbled as she pulled up into the driveway of the little, white prefab house with the concrete porch. A flower bed extending the length of the house overflowed with lilacs, azaleas and flox. Ellen gripped the steering wheel as she stared over at the white aluminum front door. “What am I supposed to do here?”

      Linda shrugged.

      “We are in the middle of nowhere. I don’t know anyone. This is a terrible idea.” Ellen muttered, glaring over at her mother.

      Linda Hogan remained a lean woman who wore her salt and pepper hair in a no-nonsense pixie cut. Before the accident, she’d always been fit, tanned, and strong. Her eyes and her mouth were bracketed with laugh lines and wear from a life spent outside under the sun. Since the accident, she’d become frail and pale. She habitually wore sunglasses to cover the eye she’d lost. Her collar bones projected out under her gray t-shirt.

      Surreptitiously, Ellen studied the undamaged side of her mother’s face. The high cheekbones and the slightly roman nose, which Ellen knew were replicated on her own features, remained the same. But the lines on her mother’s forehead had become more engrained. It was on the other side of her face that the damage from Witching Hour’s hoof remained. Witching Hour was a young, bay Dutch Warmblood gelding who, while just returning to work from a lay off due to injury, had thrown her mother. Her boot had caught in the safety stirrup, and she’d been dragged along the ground as the gelding kicked her in the head.

      Ellen had been in the arena on that day and in her memories, the repeated impact of the hoof on her mother’s head still echoed. It had sounded like a watermelon or a pumpkin getting hit with a baseball bat. The doctors had said Linda was lucky, but neither Ellen nor Linda agreed. Under the sunglasses, there was raised, reddened scarring that extended down from the corner of her left eye and over her cheekbone, which had been repaired but still didn’t have a completely normal appearance. The doctors hadn’t been able to save the eye. They had suggested more plastic surgery at some later date, but Linda had had enough. She didn’t have insurance, and no real income, and by that point, she was finished with doctors and hospitals. She had no job and no prospects, which was how Ellen and Linda had ended up back here, in Monkton Maryland in Linda’s parents’ driveway.

      Linda pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead as if exhausted. She still didn’t look over at her daughter. “I know you don’t want to be here, Ellen. To be honest, I don’t either, but that’s just the way it is for now. Until I’m better.”

      Ellen clenched the steering wheel tightly. If you are ever better. It had already been a year since the accident. “I still don’t get it, Mom. How is being here going to help us?”

      Linda groaned. “We’ve been through this, Ellen. We’ve rented the townhouse out for a year. We can’t afford to keep it unless it’s rented or I’m working. We can reevaluate after the year. One year.”

      This year happened to be Ellen’s senior year of high school, but that didn’t matter, her mother had pointed out, as Ellen had attended a virtual school for the past two years. She was already missing out on the social aspects of high school.

      Linda slid her sunglasses down her nose and then removed them. She shifted in the hot vinyl seat to face Ellen. She was wearing her black eye patch, which Ellen thought looked odd under the sunglasses, but her mother thought looked “more discreet.” She still wasn’t comfortable with the artificial eye.

      “Ellen, give me a break. You used to love visiting Nanna and Poppa.” She felt around the back seat for her purse.

      “Yeah, when I was like ten.”

      “I know this whole thing hasn’t been easy for you, Ellen. I feel bad about uprooting you, about all that’s happened.” She paused. “You know your father has always wanted you closer to him.”

      Ellen knew that her dad, Daniel Sanz, had lobbied hard to have Ellen live with him after Linda’s accident, but Ellen had again been unwilling to leave her mother. Her gaze fell on the back of her mother’s hand. She’d always teased Linda that she had “death hands.” They were so thin, boney, and strangely delicate. Ellen’s heart ached, a familiar feeling. She recognized that her mother’s face was pinched with fatigue. “Do you have a headache right now, Mom? I knew we shouldn’t have driven straight through.”

      “No, I wanted to get here tonight.” Exhaling through pursed lips, she took a deep breath, opened her car door, and climbed out of the car.

      The front door swung open to the vinyl house also swung open and Betsy and Bernie Hogan appeared, waving and smiling.

      Betsy turned to shoo her two Pekinese dogs back into the house. Betsy Hogan was barefoot and wore loose beige capris and an untucked white top.  Ellen dashed from the car and up the stairs and into her grandmother’s arms. She clung there as Bernie, her Poppa, patted her on the back. Betsy, her Nanna, smelt as she always did, of sunshine, earth, dogs, sweat, and Joy perfume. In other words, perfect.

      “How has she been?” Betsy asked, whispering the words into her granddaughter’s hair.

      “The same,” Ellen replied so only her grandmother could hear. “Deciding to come here is literally the only decision she has made in months. She won’t or can’t snap out of it.”

      “We’ll see what we can do about that.” Betsy eyed her daughter, who remained standing by the green Subaru wagon, her arms crossed defensively across her chest.

      Suddenly, a clarion whinny rang out, abruptly shattering the late evening summer hum of crickets in the grass.

      Linda jerked off her sunglasses revealing the scarred and puckered side of her face. “Mom, Dad, why is there a horse here?” she demanded.

      “Well, there’s a story there,” Bernie began. His voice, deep, smooth, and slow like molasses being poured. “She’s not our horse.”

      “We’re keeping her for Sarah Spears,” Betsy inserted. “She’s a rehab case.”

      “There wasn’t space at Stoney Manor?” Linda asked.

      Betsy shrugged. “I guess not. Sarah rented the pasture out back,” she explained. “Linda, there’s nothing to worry about. That mare has nothing to do with us. Sarah’s grandson, Joel, comes out and takes care of her.”

      Linda nodded slowly, and then her too thin frame swayed. Betsy hurried down the stairs and put her arm around her daughter. Linda leaned her slight frame into her mother’s more stalwart one. Together, the two women headed up the stairs and into the little house. “We have dinner ready for you,” Betsy shared.

      Ellen and her grandfather lingered outside. Ellen sighed deeply before using the key fob to pop open the trunk on the Subaru.

      Using the porch rail, Bernie headed down the porch steps and rested his opened palm on her shoulder. At first, she closed her eyes and savored the feel of his warm and kind touch. But in the next moment, she stepped away from him, pulled her hair from behind her ear so that it swung forward, shielding her face. Comfort is nice, but it doesn’t fix anything, she reflected bitterly.

      Bernie watched her quietly. “It’ll be better for you both now that you’re home,” he told her, as he reached beyond her to grab one of their battered black suitcases from the back of the car. He set that one down, then reached in and pulled out the second one. Both suitcases bulged, overfilled with clothing. Ellen’s bore pealing and faded stickers from horse shows all over the United States and even a few from Europe. Her mother’s had only a plain black and white luggage tag.

      “I’m not sure she’ll ever be okay again,” Ellen replied. I’m not sure we’ll ever be okay.

      “Give it time,” he answered.

      “We have more stuff on the backseat,” Ellen explained automatically. “We just need these two for tonight. I can completely unpack the car tomorrow.”

      They each grabbed a suitcase and Ellen closed and locked the car door.

      Bernie touched her chin, effectively raising her eyes to his. “Don’t worry Ellen. We’re here to help you. You’re not on your own anymore.”

      Ellen met Bernie’s glance, then had to glance away. She couldn’t take the gentle kindness in her grandfather’s brown eyes. She couldn’t believe in it. Her eyes felt moist. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

      They headed into the house. Upon opening the door, Ellen encountered her grandparents’ Pekinese dogs. The dogs were ankle biters covered with an abundance of hair. Tosca, the female, was mostly black with some white points. She sported a significant underbite. Charlie was a russet brown with a lot of grey on his face. They started yipping and barking in their throaty way upon glimpsing Ellen.

      “Oh hush, you two,” Bernie muttered at the dogs, shooing them away from the door gently with his toes. “You know our Ellen girl.”

      The dogs’ excitement didn’t die down, but their barking did. Tosca eagerly pressed herself up against Ellen’s leg. Her eyes beamed even poppier in her excitement. Ellen set her bag down, squatted down, and gently stroked Tosca’s head. “You’re a cute girl,” she praised and then turned her face, standing quickly up. “Her breath is horrible.”

      Bernie nodded. “It’s probably the garlic powder I put in their kibble.”

      Then Ellen reached out to orange-brown Charlie, who was more reticent by nature. He hesitated to approach Ellen, though his entire body wiggled with his excitement. Ellen held out her hand, palm up to him. “Hi Charlie.”

      He stepped delicately over to her and sniffed at her hand. Soon, both dogs were weaving their way around Ellen’s legs, pressing against her, and ecstatically panting. Dogs are easy to love, not like people. Dogs are always the same and don’t let you down. It was this final thought which caused Ellen to stand up. She headed into Betsy’s kitchen where Linda was seated at the kitchen table. Betsy was rummaging through the opened refrigerator. She had some bags of cold cuts, mayonnaise, mustard, and various other sandwich toppings set out on the table.

      “Why don’t you put your things in the purple bedroom, Ellen girl?” Bernie directed. “We’re putting your mother in the blue one.”

      Ellen nodded, hefted her suitcase, carried it down the narrow hallway. She headed directly into the room at the end of the hall. With her foot, she pushed the door wide. The room was the same as it had been when Ellen had last stayed there. It was old-fashioned and filled with dark, heavy wooden furniture that was oversized for the little house, much more suited to the big, old farmhouse that her grandparents had sold before downsizing to this place.

      There wasn’t much open floor space with the dresser, the bed, the vanity, and the faded armchair filling the space, just a border around the full bed. Ellen knew that if she opened the drawers of the dresser, they would smell of lavender from the sachets Betsy placed inside. The lavender shade of the room and the little stairs going up to the bed had enchanted her as a child. Now the room felt stuffy and small, an old person’s room. With a sigh, Ellen closed the door, and, leaving her suitcase at the foot of the bed, she flopped back onto the bed. She lay with her eyes closed. Maybe Mom can get better here. She certainly hadn’t been getting better back in Annapolis.

      The shrill neigh interrupted Ellen’s somber musings. She sat up in bed and crawled up by the pillows. She drew back the curtains. She tried to push the window open but found it resistant and stuck. She hit at it with the heel of her hand, trying to break it loose. She listened carefully. She could hear distant hoofbeats, but silence followed. Ellen considered. Mom. That palomino mare. Concerned and anxious, she headed out of the room. In the short hallway, she encountered Bernie carefully closing the door on the bedroom her mother was staying in. She reached for and gripped his large hand, the feel of its size, warmth, and strength was reassuring to her. “Poppa,” she whispered, “I don’t know about the horse out there. It could set her off.” She gestured at her mother’s closed door.

      Bernie shook his head. “Tandy shouldn’t bother Linda. Your mother grew up on a horse farm.”

      “She hasn’t been around horses since the accident. I’m not sure this is a good idea. Maybe you could call the horse’s owner and see if they can make other arrangements.”

      “Ellen girl, we’ll see how it goes. If that mare proves to be a problem, I’ll give Sarah a call. I don’t think that your mother will pay her any mind. Your grandmother is making sandwiches for you and your mom. You know her sandwiches are the very best.” He paused, then said, “You don’t have to manage things for your mother now. Betsy and I are here to help. You can relax.”

      Not knowing how to reply or what to say, Ellen sank back against the wall.

      Bernie put his hands on her shoulders and gently propelled her back to the kitchen.

      “Wash your hands,” Betsy encouraged. Ellen headed to the sink.

      “Betsy, do we have any of that Kretschmar Roast Beef?” Bernie asked. “It’s delicious.”

      “Yes, Bernie. It’s already out on the island. Now, don’t you pick at that meat,” she tapped her husband’s hand as he reached into the bag of roast beef. “What do you girls want on your sandwiches?” She wiped her hands on her apron. “Where’s Linda?”

      “Resting,” Bernie replied. “Betsy, go ahead and make her a sandwich. She can eat it when she gets up.

      “Unless you girls stopped somewhere and ate?” Betsy asked, her expression disappointed.

      “No, we didn’t. Mom will have the turkey,” Ellen replied for her, “with Muenster cheese and mayonnaise.”

      “I got some ham, too,” Betsy replied. “And I have some of last year’s homemade pickles, and would you look at these tomatoes.” She held a scarlet, beefsteak tomato up from the wooden bowl of fruit on the table. “Bernie, would you please get the potato chips from the pantry?”

      He pulled out an unopened green bag of sour cream and onion Utz potato chips from the pantry and handed them to his wife. He sat down in the wooden chair at the head of the table, clasping his hands.

      “There you are,” Betsy announced, beaming, and to Ellen’s amazement, Linda stood in the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest. “Linda, would you prefer the ham or the turkey?”

      “I’m really not hungry.”

      “This ham is really tasty,” Betsy replied eagerly.

      “Whatever.”

      “Just make her the turkey and cheese,” Ellen directed. “She’ll eat some of it.”

      “Ellen, let your mother speak for herself,” Betsy prompted.

      “It’s not like she will,” Ellen snorted, rubbing the back of her neck. “She’s so out of it.”

      Linda flinched but didn’t reply. She took a seat at the table and kept her eyes down on a spot on the checkered tablecloth right in front of her.

      “Young lady,” Betsy snapped back at her granddaughter. “Let’s keep a civil tongue at this table. We all know your mother has been through a trying time.”

      “Yeah,” Ellen rolled her eyes. “I’ve been along for every step of the way. I’ve had a tough time, too, in case anyone forgets. Besides, it’s true. Mom doesn’t even remember to eat if I don’t tell her to. She’s helpless.”

      “Ellen,” Bernie reproved.

      “That is quite enough,” Betsy replied, her eyes, darting between mother and daughter. “You need to be respectful. Linda is your mother. She loves you.”

      “Really? Not that I could tell,” Ellen snapped back. “At least not lately,” she finished in a mumble. “Tell them, Mom. Tell them how it’s been.” Even as she spat out the words, Ellen felt bad for saying them, mean.

      “That’s enough,” Bernie responded quietly. “You can go to your room, Ellen, until you can keep a civil tongue.”

      “What?” Ellen demanded incredulously. “You can’t send me to my room. I’m sixteen-years-old and I haven’t been sent to my room in years. I don’t have to listen to you. You aren’t my parents.”

      “We aren’t trying to be, Ellen girl,” Bernie responded, his voice, even and calm. “I don’t want you to say something that you’re going to regret later.”

      “We want this to be a pleasant living arrangement for all of us,” Betsy put in, “which means that we are going to have to try and get along, to be kind and watch what we say,” she finished in a measured tone.

      “You aren’t serious about sending me to my room, are you?” Ellen’s eyes flicked between her grandparents. Bernie looked calm, even sympathetic, but fire remained in Betsy’s eyes.

      “Young lady, you need to apologize to your mother,” she insisted, waving her hand at Linda, who hadn’t moved or even reacted throughout this discussion. She kept her gaze down, her thumb scrolling through TikTok videos.

      “Why?” Ellen practically shouted. “She’s checked out, has been since the accident.”

      Betsy took a deep breath, ready to launch a counterattack, but then Linda surprised them all by straightening up. Her gaze met her daughter’s. “Ellen, Mom’s right. You shouldn’t speak to me or about me that way. I am your mother.” Her tone was soft and unemotional but held more force than Ellen had heard in it in a long time.

      Not entirely true. Mom sounded like that when she decided we were moving back here, Ellen reflected. “You haven’t bothered to be a mother for the past half a year. We both know who’s been taking care of who.” Ellen felt ever more horrible as the words spewed like vomit out of her mouth.

      “Ellen,” Betsy began.

      “I got it, Mom. That’s enough, Ellen. Go to your room. We are guests here. I know things have been rough since the accident.” Linda’s voice gained in strength as she spoke. “I know I haven’t been a good mother, but things are going to change now. That’s why we’re here.”

      “Whatever.” Ellen waved her hands as if tossing away the entire situation. She stomped away, and all three adults flinched as her bedroom door slammed.

      Betsy sat heavily down at the table.

      “She’s angry,” Bernie reflected.

      Linda exhaled. “She should be… I haven’t been…”

      “Still, she shouldn’t talk to you that way,” Betsy said. “I know it’s not our place to say anything, but it’s not good for you or for her. A teenager can’t run the show.”

      Linda laughed a little hollowly. Betsy reached over and gripped her daughter’s hand. This is going to work. I’m going to get better here, for Ellen and for me. “That’s why we’re here, Mom. I can’t do this alone. Ellen has a right to be angry. She’s essentially been my caretaker. After I got hurt, I started medicating away the pain… My doctor has set me up with a treatment facility in Towson. Baby steps, right?”

      “That’s the spirit,” Betsy reassured Linda. “We’re here for you.” She covered up their clasped hands with her other palm. “We’re so glad you finally accepted our invitation to come here.”

      “We didn’t have much choice,” Linda admitted. “If we hadn’t rented it, we would have lost the townhouse.”

      “Ellen can go back to being a teenager,” Bernie put in. “And if that mare out in the pasture bothers you, I’ll call Sarah Spears and tell her she has to go.”

      “No, the palomino is fine. I think both of us were surprised to see a horse. We haven’t been around horses since the accident.”

      “Ellen was worried Tandy being here would upset you,” Bernie put in.

      Linda sighed. “Ellen is a good girl, and she’s usually civil, but she’s tired tonight. She drove the whole way here and it has been a lot with the move and everything. She’s had too much on her shoulders. She’ll be more herself tomorrow after a night’s sleep. It may be nice to see and hear a horse outside this house again.”

      “Well, good then. But I don’t like how Ellen speaks to you,” Bernie said. “If you can’t say something nice,” he hesitated.

      “Don’t say anything at all,” his daughter finished for him with a weak smile. “I imagine Ellen has quite a lot to say. Let’s leave her alone tonight to mull things over. She is a muller.”

      “She hasn’t had anything for dinner,” Betsy pointed out.

      “Ellen can help herself later if she’s hungry,” Linda shrugged. “She’s been doing it for months now.”

      Unhappy but accepting, Betsy nodded. Then, she rose to her feet and got to work building sandwiches.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was just beginning to darken when a noise outside her window abruptly awoke Ellen. It was a snorting sound. She pulled aside the curtain and peered out. Her view was directly out the back of the house and into the backyard. She could make out the three railed fence that surrounded the yard and where it connected to the small barn and run-in shed at the far end. She glimpsed movement and picked out the darker shadow of the palomino mare as she disappeared behind the shed. She glanced down at her Apple watch. It was nearly eight.

      Suddenly, her phone rang. She glanced down at it. It was her father. Shoot. Talking to him is all I need now. She let the curtain fall.

      Might as well get it over with. Ellen wondered if her grandparents had complained about her to her father. Unlikely. Betsy and Bernie were civil with their former son-in-law, Daniel Sanz, but not close. “Hello,” she answered.

      “Hi Ellen,” Daniel replied. “I thought you were going to call me when you got to your grandparents?”

      “I was planning to, but then I fell asleep.”

      “How was the trip?” Daniel spoke with that forced joviality that he generally employed with her.

      “We got here.”

      “How are Betsy and Bernie?”

      “Fine, I guess.”

      “You’re chatty tonight.”

      “Just tired.”

      “I have a business meeting in York, Pennsylvania this Thursday, so I’ll be passing through. I should be done by around one. I’d like to stop by Monkton on the way back and take you to lunch. Would you like that?”

      Ellen hesitated. She could hear the hopefulness in Daniel’s voice. Without thinking, she asked, “Just the two of us?” I keep being mean to everyone, even Dad.

      He didn’t reply right away. “Yes.” His tone was leaden. Ellen could feel the disappointment in his monosyllable response. “But Edita and the boys want to see you soon. You are the boys’ big sister.”

      For a moment, she pictured her twin four-year-old half-brothers, Ricky and Andres. With their dark eyes, brown skin, dimpled cheeks, and endless energy and enthusiasm, they were impossible to dislike, and she had tried. Suddenly, she heard a car pull into her grandparents’ backyard. Holding her phone to her ear, Ellen drew back the curtain again and peered out.

      “How about it?” Daniel prompted.

      “About what?”

      “Lunch on Thursday?”

      “Sure, that’s fine,” she replied distractedly. A motion detecting outdoor light under the pitched roof of the little barn had turned on. By it, she saw a pickup truck was now parked in front of it. One of the Dutch doors was open. A figure stepped into the light, a teenaged boy. Effortlessly, he hefted a hay bale out of the bed of the truck and carried it into a stall on one side of the barn.

      As she watched, a horse’s muzzle poked over the gate on the side of the barn by the opened Dutch door. Tandy is her name, Ellen recalled Bernie saying it.

      “You still there, Ellen?”

      “I gotta go, Dad. I’ll see you on Thursday.”

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “Yup.”

      She disconnected. Her attention was wholly on the scene unfolding at the little barn.

      The boy had not yet seen the horse. He had a bag of horse feed over his shoulder. That was when Ellen saw that equine muzzle snake out. The white snip on the nose made it visible. “Hey,” she called out. The boy spun at Ellen’s exclamation and, in that moment, when the boy’s back was turned, the mare’s teeth pinched human flesh. The boy dropped the feed bag and swung around, but the horse had already darted away. Tandy is naughty. Ellen chuckled. Devilish creature.

      “Who’s there?” The boy called out while rubbing the back of his arm. Ellen let the curtain fall back and sank into the shadows of her room where she could see him, but she didn’t think he could see her. He remained still, peering toward the little house. Ellen could see that he was tall, broad shouldered and lean. He appeared to be about her own age, with tawny skin. His hair was short and mostly under his ball cap. He’s cute. She sank down in her bed. There’s no way he can see me.

      Finally, he gave up trying to figure out who had called out. He reached down, picked up the bag of feed, and headed back into the stall. Once he had finished haying, graining, and refilling the mare’s water trough, he stood facing into the pasture, his elbows, resting on the top rail of the fence. He peered out into the encroaching darkness, but Ellen guessed he was looking at the mare. His position gave her a nice view of the way his shoulders filled out his shirt and how his jeans draped over muscular, rider’s legs. Wanting to get a better view of both the boy and the horse, Ellen shifted closer to the window. For a moment, she thought she glimpsed a white star moving up and down out in the field. Tandy’s out there watching him, too. Is she shy? Ellen wondered.
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