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​Chapter One: The Valley
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I came into the world the way most horses do. Wet and confused, my legs folded under me like they'd been packed wrong for the trip.

Spring in the San Juan Valley. Late April, maybe early May. The grass was coming back and the snow was retreating up the mountains, leaving mud behind. I remember the smell of it. Wet earth and pine and something sweet I couldn't name. My mother's breath on my face, warm and steady, telling me without words that I needed to stand.

So I stood.

It took a while. The legs weren't cooperating. Too long, too wobbly, joints bending in directions that didn't make sense. But she kept nudging me, kept pushing her nose against my ribs until I figured it out. Front legs first, then the back, then the whole thing at once, swaying like a drunk but upright.

The world looked different from up there. Bigger. The pasture stretched out around me, green and brown and endless, and beyond it the mountains rose up like something out of a dream. I didn't know they were called the San Juans. Didn't know I was standing on Trujillo Creek Ranch, on land the family had worked for three generations. Didn't know anything except that I was alive, and my mother was warm, and the milk was there when I found it.

That was enough.

#
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THE RANCH SAT IN A valley about twenty miles east of Pagosa Springs.

I learned the shape of it that first summer, following my mother through the pastures, figuring out where the good grass grew and where the creek ran cold and clear. There were other horses. A dozen or so, mostly working stock, roans and bays and one old gray mare who'd been there longer than anyone could remember. They tolerated me the way grown horses tolerate foals: with patience, mostly, and occasional annoyance when I got too close to their hay.

My mother was a sorrel like me, though darker, her coat the color of dried blood. I got my color from her, and my blaze, that crooked white line down my face that started wide and wandered left like it couldn't make up its mind. She had one too, straighter than mine. When we stood together in the morning light, you could see we were the same.

I didn't know who my sire was. Some stud from another ranch, probably. Ernie Trujillo wasn't running a breeding operation, just keeping enough horses to work his cattle. It didn't matter. Horses don't think much about bloodlines. We think about grass and water and the herd and whether the thing in the distance is dangerous or just a shadow.

That first year, nothing was dangerous. Everything was just learning.
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ERNIE TRUJILLO WAS a short man with a bad knee and hands like leather.

I didn't know his name then. Didn't know names were a thing, but I knew his shape, his smell, the sound of his boots in the morning when he came to check the horses. He moved slow, the way men do when their bodies have been used hard for a long time. His wife Donna moved faster, sharper, always carrying something or heading somewhere. They worked the ranch together the way two hands work the same rope.

They didn't pay much attention to me that first year. I was just a colt, one more mouth to feed, not worth much until I was old enough to be useful. That was fine. I wasn't looking for attention. I was looking for my mother, for the herd, for the creek when I was thirsty and the stand of aspens when the sun got too hot.

The world was simple then. I didn't know it wouldn't stay that way.
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THE OTHER FOALS THAT spring were a bay and a black.

We ran together once our legs figured themselves out. Across the pasture, along the fence line, up the little hill by the creek and down again. Racing for no reason except that our bodies wanted to run and there was nothing stopping us.

The bay was faster. The black was bigger. I was somewhere in the middle. Not the quickest, not the strongest, but something else. Something I didn't have a word for.

When we played at fighting, rearing up and pushing against each other the way colts do, I noticed something. The bay would back off when I pushed. The black would too, eventually. Not because I was winning, I wasn't, not always, but because something in the way I moved made them give ground.

I didn't understand it then. Wouldn't understand it for years.

But my body knew something my mind didn't.
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THE WIRE GOT ME IN the fall.

I was eight months old, maybe nine, still following my mother but starting to wander on my own. There was a section of fence on the north side of the pasture, old barbed wire that Ernie kept meaning to replace. I was pushing through some brush, not paying attention, and it caught me.

Right shoulder. I felt it bite and then I panicked, which made it worse. The more I pulled, the deeper it cut. I was screaming, that high sound horses make when they're scared and hurting, and then my mother was there, and then Ernie was there, wire cutters in his hand, talking low and steady while he freed me.

"Easy now. Easy. You're all right."

I wasn't all right. There was blood running down my leg, and the pain was a bright hot thing that wouldn't stop. But his voice helped. The sound of it, the steadiness. I stopped fighting and let him work.

Donna cleaned the wound and put something on it that stung worse than the wire. For weeks I had to stay in the small pen by the barn, away from the herd, while it healed. I hated that. Hated being alone, hated watching the other horses through the fence, hated the way my mother would come stand near me but couldn't reach me.

The scar healed into a thin white line through the copper of my coat. It's still there. Part of me now, the way all the things that hurt us become part of us eventually.
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THAT WINTER WAS MY first.

I didn't know what to expect. Didn't know the grass would disappear under white, didn't know the creek would freeze at the edges, didn't know how cold the wind could cut when it came down off the mountains. But I learned. You learn fast when the alternative is suffering.

The herd taught me. Taught me to stand with my back to the wind, to find the spots where the snow was thin enough to paw through, to press close to the others when the temperature dropped. My mother was there, and the other horses, and we made it through together the way horses have been making it through winters for thousands of years.

I grew that winter. The foal fat burned off and something else took its place. Muscle. Bone. The beginnings of what I would become, though I didn't know it yet.

Spring came slow, the way it does in the mountains. The snow retreated and the grass returned and I was a yearling now, not a foal. Still young, still learning, but different. Bigger. Aware of things I hadn't been aware of before.

Aware that I was waiting for something.

I just didn't know what.

#
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THE SECOND YEAR WAS much like the first.

Grass and water and the herd. The rhythm of the ranch. Ernie and Donna working the cattle, the seasons turning, the mountains always there on the horizon. I was growing into my body now, filling out, the coltish awkwardness giving way to something more solid. The other horses treated me different. Not like a foal anymore. Like a young horse finding his place.

I still ran with the bay and the black, though we were all bigger now, all starting to understand that the playing would end someday. The bay was being trained for cutting. Ernie had plans for him. The black had been sold to a ranch down the valley. I didn't know what I was for.

Nobody did.

I was just a horse on a ranch, one of a dozen, waiting for someone to decide what I'd become.

#
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THE THIRD YEAR, THEY started talking about breaking me.

I didn't know what that meant. Didn't know the word, didn't understand the conversations I overheard between Ernie and the hands. But I could feel something changing. The way they looked at me. The way they'd come into the pasture and watch me move, assessing, calculating.

"He's got good conformation," one of them said.

"He's got something," Ernie said. "Don't know what yet."

I stood there and let them look. Didn't know I was supposed to do anything else.

That winter, I turned three. Old enough, they said. Old enough to find out what kind of horse I was going to be.

Spring would bring answers. Spring would bring a man named Clete, and a round pen, and a saddle I couldn't accept.

But that winter, I didn't know any of that. I just stood in the pasture with the herd, watching the snow fall on the San Juans, feeling something in my blood that didn't have a name yet.

Waiting.
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​Chapter Two: Breaking
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The man's name was Clete.

I learned that later, the way I learned most things. By listening, by watching, by standing still while humans talked around me like I wasn't there. Clete Dawson. He'd been breaking horses for Ernie for years, coming out from Pagosa whenever there was a young one ready to learn the saddle.

He was good at it, they said. Patient. Knew how to read a horse, when to push and when to back off. He'd broken the bay the year before, turned him into a decent cutting horse. He'd broken a dozen others before that.

He couldn't break me.

#
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IT STARTED SIMPLE ENOUGH.

Spring of my fourth year. The snow was almost gone and the grass was coming back, and one morning Ernie came out to the pasture with a halter and a look on his face that said today was different.

I let him catch me. I'd been haltered before. For the vet, for the farrier, for the times they needed to move me somewhere. It wasn't pleasant, but it wasn't frightening either. Just something that happened sometimes.

He led me to the round pen by the barn. Smaller than the pasture, enclosed, the ground soft with old sawdust. Clete was waiting there, leaning on the fence, a saddle blanket over one arm.

"This the one?" he said.

"This is him."

Clete looked at me for a long moment. I looked back. Something passed between us. Not understanding, not yet, but something. An awareness that we were about to find out what I was.

"All right," he said. "Let's see what we've got."

#
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THE FIRST DAY WAS JUST the blanket.

Clete moved slow, letting me smell it, letting me feel the weight of it on my back. I didn't like it. Something about the pressure, the foreignness of it, but I tolerated it. Stood still while he adjusted it, took it off, put it back on.

"Good," he said. "That's good."

The second day was the saddle.

Heavier. The cinch pulling tight around my belly in a way that made my skin twitch. I moved when he put it on, side-stepped, tried to shake it off. But he stayed calm, kept talking in that low steady voice, and eventually I stopped fighting.

"He's nervous," Clete said to Ernie, who was watching from the fence. "But he's not crazy. I've seen worse."

The third day, he tried to get on.

#
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I DON'T KNOW HOW TO explain what happened.

It wasn't a decision. It wasn't thinking. It was deeper than that. Something in my blood, my bones, a voice from somewhere ancient that said no.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





