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​Chapter One: Cold Ground
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The first time I threw a man, I didn't know I was supposed to.

But that comes later.

What I remember first is cold. A morning so sharp it hurt to breathe, and my legs not working right, and something warm and big nudging me until I figured out how to stand. The ground was frozen. I remember that. The way it felt against my knees before I got up.

My mother was black like me. That's most of what I knew about her then. Her color and her smell and the sound she made when I found the milk. Later I'd learn other things mattered more. Bloodlines. Papers. The way humans talked about who your sire was as though it explained you.

It does mean something, I guess. Just not what they think.

#
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THE RANCH SAT HIGH in the country where Arizona starts thinking about becoming New Mexico. Juniper and dry grass and red dirt that stuck to everything. In winter the water troughs froze over and the humans came out before dawn to break the ice with hammers. In summer the thunderstorms rolled in like walls, and you could watch the rain coming across the valley for an hour before it hit.

I didn't know any of this was beautiful then. I just knew it was home.

There were other calves that spring. We ran together once our legs figured themselves out, across the pasture, along the fence line, for no reason at all except that we could. I was bigger than most of them early. That's genetics, the humans would say later. That's the bloodline showing up.

What I knew was that I could run faster and stop harder and when we played at shoving each other around, I usually won.

But that wasn't the thing that made me different.
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THE THING THAT MADE me different happened in the fall, after they'd weaned us off our mothers. I remember the bawling. All of us calling for them, and them calling back from somewhere we couldn't get to. Three days of that. Maybe four. Then it just stopped, the way grief does when you're young. You forget you're supposed to be sad.

They put us in a smaller pen then. Concrete and metal, not dirt and grass. Humans moving around us with purpose, doing things I didn't understand.

One of them walked up behind me. I don't know what he was doing. Reaching for something, checking something. It doesn't matter. What matters is that when I felt him there, felt that presence at my back, something happened in my body that I hadn't asked for.

I dropped my head and kicked.

Not thinking. Not deciding. Just kicked. Both back legs, hard, the way you'd throw off something that landed on you wrong.

I heard him hit the fence.

And then I heard the other humans laughing.

Not angry laughing. The other kind. The kind that means you did something right, even if you didn't know you were doing anything at all.

One of them said something I'd hear a lot over the years. I didn't know the words then, but I learned them later:

That one's got it.
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GOT WHAT, I WANTED to ask. But calves don't ask questions. We just stand there and let the humans look at us like we're something to figure out.

The man I'd kicked was fine. Bruised probably. He didn't come up behind me again.

But after that day, they looked at me different. Came by the pen more often. Stood at the rail and watched me move, watched me eat, watched me do nothing at all.

I didn't know what they were looking for.

I didn't know that what had happened, that kick, that instinct, was the whole point. That some of us have it and most of us don't, and there's no teaching it either way. You're born with the want or you're not.

I was born with it.

I just didn't know yet what it was for.
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HIS NAME WAS HARLAN Jessup. The one who owned the ranch, who'd bred my mother to my sire and waited to see what came out. Short man, bowlegged, moved slow but noticed everything. He wore the same jacket every day from October to April. Brown canvas, torn at one pocket. He smelled like coffee and diesel and something sweet I couldn't name.

Years later I'd learn it was chewing tobacco. But back then it was just his smell. The smell of the man who decided things.

He came by the pen the day after I kicked that other one. Stood at the rail for a long time, not saying anything. The other calves moved around, restless, but I stood still. Watching him watch me.

I don't know why I did that. Maybe I already understood something about showing what you are. About not flinching.

He nodded once. More to himself than to me.

Then he said a word I didn't know yet. A word that would become my name, though I wouldn't hear it again for months:

"Holbrook."

I didn't know what it meant. Didn't know it was a town somewhere, or a family name, or whatever reason humans have for calling things what they call them.

But I remembered the sound of it.

The sound of a man deciding you were worth something.
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THAT WINTER WAS HARD. The old bulls in the far pasture told stories about worse ones. Though I don't know if bulls really tell stories or if we just stand near each other and remember out loud. Snow up to your chest, they said. Ice that didn't melt till May.

This one wasn't that bad. But it was cold enough to make you understand what cold meant. Cold enough to make you grateful for the hay they threw over the fence, for the windbreak on the south side of the pen, for the way we calves pressed together at night without any pride about it.

I grew that winter. You could see it week to week if you knew how to look, the chest deepening, the shoulders widening, the neck getting thick in a way that would matter later. My horns were coming in too. Both of them then, though I'd lose one later. I'd break it off in a chute somewhere down the line, leaving nothing but a nub.

Harlan Jessup came by most days. Sometimes with other men, sometimes alone. He'd point at different ones of us and say things I couldn't follow. Numbers. Percentages. Names of bulls I'd never heard of that were apparently somewhere in our blood.

When he pointed at me, the other men would nod.

I didn't know what I was yet. But I knew I was something.

You can feel that, even when you're young. Even when you don't have words for it.

You can feel the weight of expectation settling onto you like snow.
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​Chapter Two: The Want
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Spring came slow that year. The snow held on in the shadows of the junipers, in the north-facing cuts where the sun couldn't reach. But the days got longer and the ice on the troughs got thinner and one morning I woke up and the grass had green in it again.

I was different than I'd been in the fall. Bigger in ways I could feel, the way my weight settled when I planted my feet, the way the other yearlings moved around me instead of through me. My horns had come in enough to matter. Not long, not yet, but real. Hard bone where there'd been nothing.

Harlan Jessup noticed. He always noticed.

"Time to see what you're made of," he said one morning, though he wasn't talking to me. He was talking to the man beside him, someone I'd seen around but didn't know. They were leaning on the fence, watching us move.

I didn't know what that meant. But I felt something shift in the air. The way you feel weather coming before you see it.
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