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FOR TONY


It will be the past


and we’ll live there together


PATRICK PHILIPS, Heaven











He was as far superior to all horses that have gone before him as the vertical blaze of a tropical sun is superior to the faint and scarcely distinguishable glimmer of the most distant star.


JOSEPH CAIRN SIMPSON, Turf, Field and Farm


After him there were merely other horses.


CHARLES E. TREVATHAN, The American Thoroughbred












THEO





Georgetown, Washington, DC


2019


The deceptively reductive forms of the artist’s work belie the density of meaning forged by a bifurcated existence. These glyphs and ideograms signal to us from the crossroads: freedom and slavery, White and Black, rural and urban.


No. Nup. That wouldn’t do. It reeked of PhD. This was meant to be read by normal people.


Theo pressed the delete key and watched the letters march backward to oblivion. All that was left was the blinking cursor, tapping like an impatient finger. He sighed and looked away from its importuning. Through the window above his desk, he noticed that the elderly woman who lived in the shabby row house directly across the street was dragging a bench press to the curb. As the metal legs screeched across the pavement, Clancy raised a startled head and jumped up, putting his front paws on the desk beside Theo’s laptop. His immense ears, like radar dishes, twitched toward the noise. Together, Theo and the dog watched as she shoved the bench into the teetering ziggurat she’d assembled. Propped against it, a hand-lettered sign: FREE STUFF.


Theo wondered why she hadn’t had a yard sale. Someone would’ve paid for that bench press. Or even the faux-Moroccan footstool. When she brought out an armful of men’s clothing, it occurred to Theo that all the items in the pile must be her dead husband’s things. Perhaps she just wanted to purge the house of every trace of him.


Theo could only speculate, since he didn’t really know her. She was the kind of thin-lipped, monosyllabic neighbor who didn’t invite pleasantries, much less intimacies. And her husband had made clear, through his body language, what he thought about having a Black man living nearby. When Theo moved into Georgetown University’s graduate housing complex a few months earlier, he’d made a point of greeting the neighbors. Most responded with a friendly smile. But the guy across the street hadn’t even made eye contact. The only time Theo had heard his voice was when it was raised, yelling at his wife.


It was a week since the ambulance had come in the night. Like most city dwellers, Theo could sleep right through a siren that Dopplered away, but this one had hiccuped to sudden silence. Theo jolted awake to spinning lights bathing his walls in a wash of blue and red. He jumped out of bed, ready to help if he could. But in the end, he and Clancy just stood and watched as the EMTs brought out the body bag, turned the lights off, and drove silently away.


At his grandmother’s house in Lagos, any death in the neighborhood caused a flurry in the kitchen. As a kid visiting on school holidays, he’d often been tasked with delivering the steaming platters of food to the bereaved. So he made a stew the next day, wrote a condolence card, and carried it across the street. When no one answered the door, he left it on the stoop. An hour later, he found it back on his own doorstep with a terse note: Thanks but I don’t like chicken. Theo looked down at Clancy and shrugged. “I thought everyone liked chicken.” They ate it themselves. It was delicious, infused with the complex flavors of grilled peppers and his homemade, slow-simmered stock. Not that Clancy, the kelpie, cared about that. In the no-nonsense insouciance of his hardy breed, he’d eat anything.


The thought of that casserole made Theo’s mouth water. He glanced at the clock in the corner of his laptop. Four p.m. Too early to quit. As he started typing, Clancy circled under the desk and flopped back down across his instep.




These arresting compelling images are the only known surviving works created by an artist born into slavery enslaved. Vernacular, yet eloquent, they become semaphores from a world convulsed. Living Surviving through the Civil War, forsaking escaping the tyranny of the plantation for a marginalized life in the city, the artist seems compelled to bear witness to his own reality, paradoxically exigent yet rich.





Awful. It still read like a college paper, not a magazine article.


He flipped through the images on his desk. The artist confidently depicted what he knew—the crowded, vibrant world of nineteenth-century Black domestic life. He had to keep the text as simple and direct as the images.




Bill Traylor, born enslaved, has left us the only





A movement across the street drew his eye up from the screen. The neighbor was trying to move an overstuffed recliner. It was teetering on its side on the top step as she struggled to keep a grip on it.


She could use help. He did a quick personal inventory: Shorts on, check. T-shirt, check. Working in his un-air-conditioned apartment, Theo would sometimes spend the whole day in his underwear, forgetting all about his déshabillement until confronted by the quizzical gaze of the FedEx guy.


He reached the other side of the street just as gravity won, prising the chair from her grip. He jumped up the step and body-blocked it. Her only acknowledgment was a grunt and a quick lift of her chin. She bent down and grabbed the underside of the chair. Theo hefted an armrest. Together, crabwise, they shuffled to the curb.


The woman straightened, pushing back her thin, straw-colored hair, and rubbing her fists into the small of her back. She waved an arm at the ziggurat. “Anything you want …” Then she turned and ascended the steps.


Theo couldn’t imagine wanting anything in this sadness-infused pile of discards. His apartment was sparsely furnished: a midcentury-modern desk and a Nelson sofa acquired at a thrift store. The rest of the available space was filled mostly with art books, shelved on scavenged planks and milk crates he’d spray-painted matte black.


But Theo, the son of two diplomats, had been raised by the commandment that bad manners were a mortal sin. He had to at least pretend to look. There were some old paperbacks stuffed into a beer carton. He was always curious about what people read. He reached down to check the titles.


And that was when he saw the horse.









JESS





Smithsonian Museum Support Center, Maryland


2019


Jess was seven when she dug up the dog. He’d been dead a year. She and her mum had buried him with ceremony, under the flowering red gum in the backyard, and they’d both cried.


Her mother wanted to cry again when Jess requested large Tupperware containers for the bones she’d just exhumed. Generally, Jess’s mother was the kind of parent who would let her daughter set the house on fire if she thought it could teach something about carbon and oxygen. But she was stricken with a stab of anxiety: was digging up a beloved pet and macerating its corpse a sign that your child had psychopathic tendencies?


Jess tried her best to explain that she’d dug up Milo because she loved him, and that’s why she had to see what his skeleton looked like. Beautiful, as she knew it would be: the swoop of the rib cage, the scoop of the eye sockets.


Jess loved the interior architecture of living things. Ribs, the protective embrace of them, how they hold delicate organs in a lifelong hug. Eye sockets: no artisan had ever made a more elegant container for a precious thing. Milo’s eyes had been the color of smoky quartz. When Jess touched a finger to the declivities on either side of his delicate skull, she could see those eyes again: the kind gaze of her earliest friend, avid for the next game.


She grew up on one of the dense streets of liver-brick bungalows that marched westward with Sydney’s first growth spurt in the 1900s. Had she lived in a rural place, she might have exercised her fascination on road-killed kangaroos, wombats, or wallabies. But in inner Sydney, she was lucky to find a dead mouse, or perhaps a bird that flew into a plate-glass window. Her best specimen was a fruit bat that had been electrocuted. She found it on the nature strip under the power lines. She spent a week articulating it: the papery membrane of the wing, unfolding like the pleated bellows of an accordion. The metatarsal bones, like human fingers, but lighter—evolved not to hold and grasp, but to fan the air. When she was done, she suspended it from the light fixture in her bedroom ceiling. There, stripped clean of all that could readily decay, she watched it fly forever through endless nights.


Over time, her bedroom became a mini natural history museum, filled with skeletons of lizards, mice, birds, displayed on plinths fashioned from salvaged wire spools or cotton reels, and identified with carefully inked Latin tags. This did not endear her to the tribe of teenage girls who inhabited her high school. Most of her classmates found her obsession with necrotic matter gross and creepy. She became a solitary teen, which perhaps accounted for her high place in the state in three subjects when the final public exam results were published. She continued to distinguish herself as an undergrad and came to Washington on a scholarship to do her master’s in zoology.


It was the kind of thing Australians liked to do: a year or two abroad to take a look at the rest of the world. In her first semester, the Smithsonian hired her as an intern. When they learned she knew how to scrape bones, she was sent to do osteo prep at the Museum of Natural History. It turned out that she had become extremely skilled from working on small species. A blue whale skeleton might impress the public, but Jess and her colleagues knew that a blue wren was far more challenging to articulate.


She loved the term “articulate” because it was so apt: a really good mount allowed a species to tell its own story, to say what it was like when it breathed and ran, dived or soared. Sometimes, she wished she’d lived in the Victorian era, when craftsmen competed to be the best at capturing movement—a horse rearing required an absolute balance in the armature, a donkey turned to scratch its flank demanded a sculptor’s sense of curvature. Making these mounts had become a craze among wealthy men of the time, who strove to produce specimens dedicated to beauty and artistry.


Contemporary museums had scant place for that. Mounting bones destroyed information—adding metal, removing tissue—so very few skeletons were articulated. Most bones were prepped, numbered, and then stored away in drawers for comparative measurement or DNA sampling.


When Jess did that work, her nostalgia for the craftsmanship of the past faded, overtaken by her fascination with the science. Every fragment told a story. It was her job to help scientists extract the testimony from each fossilized chip. The specimens might have come to the museum as the product of dumb luck or the result of days of exacting scientific endeavor. A hobbyist might have stumbled upon a mammoth’s tibia uncovered by the lashings of a winter storm. Or a paleontologist might have collected a tiny vole’s tooth after weeks of painstaking soil sifting. Jess made her labels on a laser printer and included GPS coordinates for where the specimen had been found. Past curators left a more personal mark, their handwritten cards in sepia-toned ink.


Those nineteenth-century preparators had plied their craft ignorant of DNA and all the vital data it would one day yield. It thrilled Jess to think that when she closed the drawer on a newly filed specimen, it might be opened in fifty or a hundred years by a scientist seeking answers to questions she didn’t yet know how to ask, using tools of analysis she couldn’t even yet imagine.


She hadn’t meant to stay in America. But careers can be as accidental as car wrecks. Just as she graduated, the Smithsonian offered her a four-month contract to go to French Guiana to collect rainforest specimens. Not many girls from Burwood Road in western Sydney got to go to French Guiana and bounce through the rainforest with scorpion specimens pegged across the jeep like so much drying laundry. Another offer followed: Kenya, to compare contemporary species on Mount Kilimanjaro with those gathered by Teddy Roosevelt’s expedition a hundred years earlier.


At the end of that trip, Jess was packing her few possessions, ready to go home to get on with what she still considered her real life, when the Smithsonian offered her a permanent position, managing their vertebrate Osteology Prep Lab at the Museum Support Center in Maryland. It was a brand-new facility and the job vacancy was unexpected. The manager who had designed the lab had been struck down by a sudden allergy to frass, the soft, dusty excrement of dermestid beetles. Those beetles were the preferred and best means of bone cleaning, so being unable to work with them without breaking into hives signaled the need for a change of occupation.


The Smithsonian’s nickname was “the Attic of America.” Support was the attic’s attic: a sprawling twelve miles of storage that housed priceless scientific and artistic collections. Jess had thought she wouldn’t want to work out in the suburbs, far from the public face of the museum. But when she walked down the vast connecting corridor known as “the street,” linking the zigzag of metal-sheathed, climate-controlled buildings in which all kinds of science took place, she knew she’d arrived at the epicenter of her profession.


After her interview she and the director walked across a verdant campus flanked by the botany department’s greenhouses. He pointed out a newly built storage pod, looming windowless above the greenhouses. “We just opened that one, to house the wet collection,” he said. “After 9/11, we realized it wasn’t prudent to have twenty-five million biological specimens in combustible fluids crammed in a basement a couple of blocks from the Capitol. So now they’re here.”


The Osteo Prep Lab was farther on, in a building of its own, tucked off at the edge of the campus nearest the highway. “If you get, say, an elephant carcass from the National Zoo, it’s pungent,” the director explained, “so we sited your lab as far from everyone else as possible.”


Your lab. Jess hadn’t thought of herself as ambitious, but she realized she badly wanted this responsibility. Inside, the lab gleamed: a necropsy suite with a hydraulic table, a two-ton hoist, double bay doors large enough to admit a whale carcass, and a wall of saws and knives worthy of a horror movie. It was the largest facility of its kind in the world, and a far cry from her makeshift lab in the laundry room on Burwood Road.


She loved working there. Every day brought something new in a flow of specimens that never stopped. The latest arrival: a collection of passerines from Kandahar. The birds had been roughed out in the field, most of the feathers and flesh removed. Jess’s assistant, Maisy, was bent over the box of little bundles, carefully tied so none of the tiny bones would be lost.


“I’m heading off tonight to pick up that whale skull,” Jess said. “You have everything you need while I’m in Woods Hole?”


“Absolutely. After these passerines, I’ve got the deer mandibles for DNA sampling. They’re in a rush for those, so that’ll keep me busy.”


When Jess left the lab for the day, she was aware that she might not smell so good. She’d given up taking the shuttle bus back to DC with the other employees. She’d noticed that the seat next to her tended to remain vacant, even on a crowded bus. She’d splurged on a good bike—a Trek CrossRip with dropped handlebars—and was grateful for the bike path that ran from the Support Center all the way back into the city. She twisted her long ponytail into a bun and crammed it under her helmet.


The path was dilapidated; she swerved to dodge trash and broken pavement, ducking the profusion of new spring foliage. In Sydney, the shift in seasons had always been a subtle thing: a warming or cooling of the air, a small change in the length of day and quality of light. In Washington, the seasons slammed her—summer’s soup-pot heat; autumn’s extravagant arboreal fireworks; winter’s iciness; spring’s intoxicating explosion of bloom, birdsong, and fragrance. Even the neglected bike path erupted with lushness, and with the sun low in the west, the Anacostia River shone like polished silver.


Jess swept to the right off South Capitol, into a quiet, long-established neighborhood of tall row houses set back from the street by deep front gardens. At this time of year, tulips and azaleas painted the flower beds in a palette of magentas, corals, and purples. Jess had been reluctant to look at something labeled a basement apartment, since her Australian heart craved light. But the row house had been renovated to provide an open-plan lower floor with two large windows facing the street and a generous clerestory in back, through which sun streamed all day. All summer, the interior light had a watery green tinge from the honeysuckle and trumpet vines that spilled in a mad profusion over the back wall.


She locked her bike (double locks) and unlocked the door (triple locks). She would shower, change, pack an overnight bag, then nap for a couple of hours to let Washington’s gridlocked traffic clear. She planned to pick up a truck from the Smithsonian’s garage at about ten p.m. and drive through the night to the Marine Biological Lab in Woods Hole.


She was headed to the shower when her phone rang. “Sorry to call you on your private number, but it’s Horace Wallis from Affiliates here. Your assistant said you were heading out for a couple of days, so I thought I’d just try to touch base before you left on a problem that I hoped you might help me with.” Jess vaguely recognized the speaker’s voice but couldn’t put a face to him.


“Sure,” she said. “What do you need?”


“It’s a bit mortifying, to be honest. A researcher from the Royal Veterinary College in England is on her way here to look at a nineteenth-century skeleton of ours that she’s keen to study. Problem is, we can’t find it. It was at the Castle in 1878, then it went over to the American History Museum—why they wanted it isn’t exactly clear. Anyway, they say they certainly don’t have it now. Do you think there’s any chance it might’ve come to you at Osteo Prep? I’ve scoured the database. Nothing. Your place is about the last thing I could think of.”


“Articulated skeleton, I’m assuming?”


“Yes.”


“We don’t have any articulated skeletons with us in the lab at the moment, but Support has ninety-eight percent of the specimens in storage, so that’s likely where you’ll find it. You’ve got the accession number, right?”


“Yes, of course. It’s …”


“Just a sec. I’ve got to find something to write on …” Jess rummaged through the papers on her desk. The margins of every document were crammed with her doodles of zygomatic arcs or cervical vertebrae. She finally found a crumpled boarding pass that she hadn’t scribbled all over.


“I’ll double-check my own database. If it’s out at Support I’m sure I can track it down. What species?”


“Equus caballus. A horse.”









WARFIELD’S JARRET





The Meadows, Lexington, Kentucky


1850


She was no one’s notion of an easy mare. Not mean, but nervous. Which could come to the same thing if you didn’t account for it.


Jarret knew how to approach her. Steady and deliberate. You shouldn’t hesitate or show uncertainty, but if you were too high-handed she’d make you pay. She could snake around and have a piece of your arm or kick out and crack a shin. Dr. Elisha Warfield had bred her himself, and named her for his daughter-in-law, Alice Carneal. There were jokes around the barn about what he meant by that, and what he might’ve been trying to say to his son.


But Alice Carneal never hurt Jarret. No horse ever had. “Look at him,” Dr. Warfield would say, lifting one of Jarret’s long, skinny arms. “He’s half colt himself.” Jarret took it as a compliment, for what would be the use in taking it otherwise? And it was true he had a feel for horses, deep in the grain. The first bed he could remember was in a horse stall. He shared straw with the two geldings in the carriage house while his mother slept in the mansion, nursemaid to the mistress’s infant. Jarret barely saw her. His first language had been the subtle gestures and sounds of horses. He’d been slow to master human speech, but he could interpret the horses: their moods, their alliances, their simple wants, their many fears. He came to believe that horses lived with a world of fear, and when you grasped that, you had a clear idea how to be with them.


Those two geldings in that carriage house had been more parent to him than his mother in the mansion could have been, or his father, Harry, who had lived across town, training racehorses for Robert Burbridge. Harry had visited Jarret and his mother one Sunday of every month. Jarret had loved those Sundays. He knew his father was special, because he arrived on a fine thoroughbred and he dressed just exactly like the marse, in a fitted frock coat and a silk cravat, and every hand in the carriage house deferred to him. He seemed old to Jarret, even then. His close-cropped hair was salt and pepper, but when he smiled at his boy all the lines and creases in his face seemed to vanish. Jarret tried to win that smile. When his father shortened the stirrups and set Jarret up on his stallion, Jarret learned quickly how to find his balance and show no hint of fear. And in truth, after that first sudden sense of being high up there, he wasn’t afraid. Even though the horse was large and powerful, he was kind, and Jarret could feel the way he moved considerately, adjusting to this new, slight weight on his broad back, keeping him steady. It was something to remember: a good horse will work with you, won’t mean you ill.


He had been three years old then. Two years later, his mother had sickened and died. Fear was something he’d known about that year, vulnerable as a foal without a dam to protect him. His father, Harry Lewis, had spent all his savings to pay the price of his own liberty and didn’t have the money to secure his son’s freedom. So he’d implored Dr. Warfield to buy his boy so that he could have him close and raise him. At first, the doctor had protested that the last thing he needed was another child about the place. But when Harry’s skill led the Warfield horses to an exceptional season at the track, the doctor relented and bought Jarret from the Todds.


Now, at thirteen, Jarret slept in his father’s cottage, but his waking hours were still spent entirely with horses. In the Warfield barns, he knew every horse’s nature, habits, history. Every vice, every virtue. Most of the horses nickered when they saw him, snuffling warm air through velvet nostrils. They’d reach out their gleaming necks, asking for his touch.


He knew better than to expect that from Alice Corneal. Most times, she’d barely look up from her hay. But this night as he entered the barn to do the late check, she moved to the front of her stall along with the others, ears forward instead of laid flat back, gazing right at him with grave, unblinking eyes.


As soon as he went up to her, she rested her head on his shoulder. Jarret stood still for a long moment, accepting the rare gesture. Then slowly—always slowly—he rolled back her stall door and went in. “Move like the air is molasses,” his father had instructed, and so he did, raising a languid hand and smoothing down her withers, fingering the fine coat that still carried some winter thickness. She leaned into him, accepting the caress, so he let his hand continue to the swell of her barrel, and when she nuzzled her damp lip into his neck, he eased down into a crouch to examine her.


As he expected, she was waxing: the fine, white, tear-shaped cobweb already formed over the teat, preventing it from leaking milk. He stood again and slowly swept his two hands back toward her croup. There, between the hip and the hock, was the mares’ sweet spot. In the barn, friendly mares loved it when he curried that spot, dropping their heads and softening their gaze as if they were daydreaming. It wasn’t a liberty he usually took with Alice Carneal, who might spin and stamp at the unwanted intimacy. But now she let him run his fingers deep into her tail muscles as he felt for pliability. She leaned against him even more heavily.


This amiable mare was nothing like the dervish he’d struggled to lead into the neighbor’s breeding shed, rearing and bucking, just a year earlier. It was the first season Jarret had been allowed to help his father there—he’d not been strong enough before his thirteenth year. She’d fought right until the minute they finally got the twitch on her. And then, in the few minutes they waited for the stallion, you could smell the reek of fear-sweat on the men. Even the most experienced—even Jarret’s father Harry—wore the sheen of it on their skin.


Violent. That’s what they said about Boston, all that stallion’s life; everyone from the boy who shoveled his shit to the gentleman-owner who pocketed his winnings. No one would mount him—only the enslaved boys, who had no say in it. After he bucked off one boy, and then stomped him, leaving him broken as kindling, the trainer told the owner he should get him gelded or have him shot, and that he, personally, would be happy to do the shooting. But they did neither, because when Boston chose to run, he was as fast as he was fierce. In seven years, he won forty of his forty-five starts, many over a crushing four-mile distance, and most of them without decent rest between. Plenty of men like Dr. Warfield were willing to pay the considerable fee to have him stand stud, even now that the stallion was stone blind and showing the signs of his hard usage. But his poor condition hadn’t quelled his temper. If anything, it made him even more touchy and dangerous.


It was just a few minutes, there in the shed. A blur of men and ropes and a ton of lunging chestnut stallion. A thrust, a shudder. And after, as the old horse was led away, Harry mopped his brow with his sleeve and laid his hand on Jarret, who was still trembling. “What we just did in this shed is where you win or lose.”


It was Harry who had proposed this particular mating. Of all the mares at the Meadows, he especially admired Alice Carneal, even though she’d won just a single race in her short career. At home at the Meadows, she was fast, but between her familiar stable and the track, she would fall completely out of condition. By race time she’d be sweating, purging, and all atremble, high strung with the crowds and the noise, almost unmanageable. Harry looked past that. He liked her combination of depth through the girth and length of hind leg that gave a horse room for powerful lungs and maximum thrust at the gallop. “Her problems are in her head end, not her hind end,” he said.


He had to argue hard to justify the high stud fee in what had been a lean year. He convinced Dr. Warfield that time was short: that Boston had a bad look about him and might not make another breeding season. “Same could be true for you and me both, never mind the stallion,” said the doctor with a wry grin. In his seventies and suffering from several ailments, Dr. Warfield was slowing down, breeding fewer foals each year. But Harry persisted.


They found Boston dead in his stall that winter. He’d gone down still raging at the world: the sides of his stall were painted in blood from the violence of his death throes. Alice’s foal would be one of the champion’s last offspring.


And now that foal was on its way. Jarret took a pitchfork and thoroughly cleaned out the stall, throwing down a deep bed of new straw. Throughout, Alice watched him calmly. He gave her a last reassuring pat. He quickly looked over the other stalls—no one cast, plenty of water in the buckets—and then he stepped out of the barn and into the spring night.


The sky was clear, the stars brittle as glass shards. No moon. If Alice were foaling in the wild, this inky sky would hide her in the quietest hours either side of midnight. Mares had the capability to slow birthing so that the foal would have the dark hours to find its feet and be ready to run from a predator by dawn. Dew lay fat and round on the new spring grass. Jarret felt the wet seeping through the hem of his overalls as he crossed the unmown field. He breathed the freshness of early violets amid the musty scent of last year’s rotting leaves. When he broke into a slow jog, the light from his lantern bounced across the grass like a yellow ball.


All his best memories were here, at the Meadows. Dr. Warfield had bought this land north of the town after he’d been forced by ill health to retire from obstetrics, with its unpredictable hours. He did not regret his retirement. He raised a sixteen-room brick mansion and devoted himself to his many businesses and his first love, horses. He’d been a founder of the town’s Jockey Club and overseen the building of its first proper racetrack. Before that, folk had just used Lexington’s Main Street straightaway for quarter-horse racing, and sometimes you could still watch those dash races from the balcony of Dr. Warfield’s town apartment, atop his busy dry goods store on Main Street.


Jarret had been glad to leave the town. He misliked the rattling metal wheels of the carriages, the hard-fronted, four-square brick buildings crowded up together, and all those people whose names he didn’t know. When an errand took him there, he couldn’t wait to be done and get back to the Meadows. There was a lot of call for messages and goods to go back and forth between the Meadows and the town. Because Jarret was the least inclined to dawdle there, he was the one most often sent, instead of the boys who loved to go to town to gawk and dally. Life did seem to him to work like that: contrariwise.


Jarret could see the lights flickering through the trees. They were still dining in the big house. All those candles, and Mrs. Warfield insisting on fresh ones every day. The part-burned stubs came down to the quarters, and that was a boon to those who could find the wherewithal to do labor on their own account at the end of the day’s assigned tasks. Most of those were his father’s men, the stable hands and grooms. Harry was a good manager, setting a man to the tasks he was best apt to, working him to his capacity but not past it. He knew how folk yearned to buy themselves out, just as he had done, so he encouraged those who wanted to hire out their skills as harness menders or saddlemakers. Dr. Warfield never stood against it, so long as his own place was well kept.


It was quiet in the lane, most folk already gone to their rest. But he could hear the thump of the loom from the dark cabin of Blind Jane as her skilled hands passed the shuttle and pounded the woof. Daylight didn’t mean anything to her; she would weave until weariness claimed her.


Jarret’s father liked working for Dr. Warfield, because he’d been a free man the whole time of it, and Dr. Warfield always gave him his due on that account and was quick to credit Harry for more than doubling their track winnings. As the doctor grew frailer, he relied on Harry for the management of horses, and had increased his pay to five hundred dollars a year, which was higher than many a White trainer earned.


Harry’s former position, trainer for Mr. Burbridge, had been much more precarious. In ten years’ service, Burbridge never let him forget he was “Burbridge’s Harry.” In the old man’s last days, he’d mistaken himself for a Pharaoh and pulled a Bowie knife, proclaiming that Harry must accompany him to the afterlife, to train his horses in the next world.


Jarret didn’t remember any of that old business—he’d been in the Todd house then. But he’d seen his father turn ashen, recalling it. All manner of misfortune can come of a Black man and a White man in the same room with a knife, even if no drop of blood is spilled.


Their cabin was set apart, with its own dooryard, a little beyond the lane. His father must have seen Jarret’s lantern, because the door opened even before he reached the gate. A column of warm yellow light rushed out toward him, followed by a rich, brown smell of fried onions and back fat.


Jarret kicked his boots on the door stoop, shaking off the damp clods of earth that had adhered to them. “Alice’s foal’s coming,” he said. “She’s waxing and she’s uncommon friendly.”


Harry nodded. “It takes her that way. Always has done. Well, go on ahead, wash up and eat something. She’s not a one to have trouble in foaling, but you never do know, and she’s an old mare now, gone fourteen years. Could be a long night.”


Jarret poured the ewer of water over his hands and wrists, washing off the mellow scent of horse and replacing it with the crisp bite of lye. Then he went to the hearth. There was a pot of creamy beans on the crane and a fresh skillet of corn pone on the spider. Jarret ladled out a brimming bowl and ate ravenously, mopping the dish clean with a heel of pone.


Harry lit two of the larger lanterns and handed one to his son. As they walked back to the barn, Harry placed his free arm affectionately across his son’s shoulder. He had to reach up to do it, and he took a powerful satisfaction from that. Jarret hadn’t come into his full height, but he was set to grow into a good-size man.


Harry hadn’t had that chance. He was only five, small for his age and slight boned, when they threw him up on his first thoroughbred. Every time he fell off he earned a beating, so he soon learned to stay on. If he gained weight, they cut his meager rations to a single turnip for dinner and a pint of milk for lunch. If those starvation portions didn’t keep enough weight off, they set him to walk a ten-mile circuit at the end of his chores, and if that didn’t work, they sweated him. Buried up to his chin in piles of steaming manure on the hottest days of summer, he felt his scant flesh melting. He spent his youth with an ache in his gut and a lightness in his head. When you’ve been famished like that, you don’t forget the hurt of it, even if the hunger fattened the pile of money that later bought your freedom. Winning jockeys got cash gifts and Harry saved every one. He watched the trainers closely and learned what to do from the best and what not to do from the worst. Eventually, that knowledge made him more valuable on the ground than on the horse.


He’d resolved that his own son would never know a hungry day, no matter how well he rode. And he kept to that, even when Jarret turned out to sit a horse like boy and beast were the same creature. Jarret rode with a natural grace, even over the grueling four-mile races that tested man and horse alike, demanding speed, stamina, and strategy. There were years when every voice was nagging Harry to make his boy a jockey. But Harry set his face against it, and Dr. Warfield didn’t insist. Even as a stripling, the lad had a powerful length of bone in his limbs and the doctor could foresee a spurt of growth that would likely put him out of the racing saddle just as he was getting a name in the trade. One day, as soon as he saved the money, Harry intended to buy the boy so he wouldn’t have to be beholden to any other man’s opinion of what his fate should be. Meantime, Jarret was well grown enough to silence all the chatter. He still rode every day, schooling the horses, and soon enough he’d be a trainer in his own right.


When they reached the barn, they found Alice Carneal strutting restless circles in her stall, her coat glistening with sweat. Harry and Jarret took their places, out of her line of sight. Harry spoke to her in a low, musical voice, almost a hum, telling her how good she was and how great her foal would be. The sound was soothing, and as the evening lengthened Jarret felt himself drifting in and out of a doze.


He came awake to the splash of the mare’s water breaking. She gave a low groan and folded herself gently into the bedding hay. Harry knelt beside her as the birth sac bulged. The tiny crescents of the hooves were clearly visible through the pearly membrane, folded daintily one atop the other, soles down in the correct position for an uncomplicated birth. Sure enough, when the forelegs were out almost to the knees, a slick wet muzzle followed—the foal in perfect position, arranged like an arrowhead. “Here’s the hard part,” murmured Harry. The shoulders, the widest part of the foal. He hummed on, encouraging Alice. He could see the little white hooves straining at the membrane of the birth sac. Minutes later, the sac split and the foal sluiced forward. A tiny horse slipped out onto the hay like a gift from a package.


It was a bright bay colt like its dam, with a white star and snip on its face and four white feet. Harry passed a cloth from the bundle across the stall to Jarret and the two of them gently toweled the slick little body. Alice nudged them aside, licking her foal all over. After a time, Alice rose gracefully to her knees, breaking the umbilical cord. Before she could stand, the colt was up, new legs splayed and trembling.


“Never seen that before,” said Harry. “The colt up on all four feet before his dam.” Within minutes, Alice lay down again, nudging at her sides until the afterbirth came. Harry and Jarret sat in companionable silence, watching Alice lick and nuzzle her baby. Finally, the colt found the teat, his small wet tail swishing as he tasted the rich foremilk. After about an hour, and without straining, he excreted the sticky, rust-colored muck that signaled all was well with his innards.


Harry sat back on his heels and gave a satisfied sigh. “Our work’s done now, little as it was. He’s a bit weedy, but we’ll see how he does.”


“What about the white feet? Bad luck, ain’t they?”


Harry smiled as he gathered up the rags. “Some folk hold with that foolishness. Racing folks do have a mighty faith in luck. You can use that, if you’re smart about it. Push odds up, push ’em down, all with some loose talk in the backstretch. My way of thinking, a good horse has no color. It’s what’s inside that’s worth the fret.”


Harry yawned and turned to the door.


“I think I’ll stay,” Jarret said. “I’d like to keep a watch over him.”


“Makes no mind to me, son,” said Harry. “But you know to let them be now. This is the time for them to get acquainted. And get some sleep, what’s left of the night. The horses’ll be sleeping. Come morning they’ll be fresh when you come to work ’em, so you’d best be too.”


Jarret watched the foal nuzzling his mother. The barn timbers creaked. A hoof struck hard against a stall. The gentle blowing of soft lips and moist nostrils. He felt warm and light, both tired and not tired. The barn smelled of fresh hay, but also the mineral scent of recent birth. He wound down the wick on the lantern and made himself a fragrant mattress of timothy and clover, pulling the old blanket over him. He was almost asleep when he heard a scraping sound in the hayloft over his head. Barn cat mousing, he thought and rolled over. But then he heard a cough.


He jumped up, reaching for the lantern, forgetting he’d just extinguished it.


“Who’s there?” he said, peering up the ladder into the dark loft.


“Just me, Jarret. Mary Barr. Please don’t be angry.”


“It’s not me being angry you should be concerned about. Miss Clay, what you doing here? You got no business, middle of the night. There’ll be hell to pay, your grandmomma learns of it.”


Mary Barr Clay, eleven years old, barefoot, and in her nightdress, climbed backward down the ladder. “I thought Alice might foal tonight. She was being so nice earlier. Not like herself at all. So when everyone was at dinner, I crept on down here to see. Then, when I heard you and your daddy coming, I hid up here, and your daddy’s singing to the horse put me right to sleep.” Picking hay stalks out of the lacework on her nightdress, she made her way over to the stall, crossing her pale arms on the sill and gazing at the foal, squinting to make him out in the darkness. “He’s sure a beauty, isn’t he?”


Mary Barr thought every foal was a beauty, and Jarret wasn’t about to argue with her, because he felt just exactly the same. Whatever his father said about angles of stifles, cow hocks or spavins, all horses were handsome and good. You just had to find the right use for them.


“You should know better than to come barefoot to the barn, Miss Clay,” said Jarret, trying to emulate an adult’s tone of censure.


“I know,” she said, turning to him with a rueful look. “But I didn’t want anyone to hear me. I already pulled a big old splinter out.” She lifted a dirty foot and showed him the place. “You won’t tell on me, will you?”


“I surely should,” he said. “But I won’t, so long as you go right on back up to the house this minute.”


“Thank you, Jarret. And if I do get caught, I won’t say you saw me.”


He watched her, a slight white shape in the dark, running up the rise to the house. Instead of taking the shallow stone steps to the grand front entrance, she slipped around the side porch. As he saw the white blur disappear into the kitchen ell, he knew she’d be fine. The scullery maid, Annie, slept in an alcove off the storeroom there, where a back stairs would let the girl get on up to her room unnoticed. Jarret knew that Annie had a kind eye for the Clay girl, Dr. Warfield’s granddaughter. Her father, Cassius Clay, was said to be a fearsome fellow, who would fight the wind if it came from the west when he wanted it from the east. Perhaps that was why the girl and her mother were so often at the Meadows and not at either one of their own fine homes—the big Clay estate, White Hall, or the elegant townhouse in Lexington. Mr. Clay had a newspaper that opposed slavery, and he had freed all the slaves he’d inherited. This was a strange and a rare thing in Kentucky and may have been another reason Annie had such a soft spot for the Clay girl. Jarret didn’t know too much about all that, since Harry discouraged any talk of emancipationists and their doings. But Jarret couldn’t help but puzzle on how a man like Cash Clay lived at odds with a world and a family that thrived on the very thing he deplored. Jarret turned back to his own nest amid the hay and drifted through the small hours in the same half-sleep, half-woke state as the horses.


When the hands arrived just before dawn to do the morning feeding, Jarret uncoiled himself and checked the stall. The foal stopped nursing and popped his head up, ears pricked and nostrils wide. Foal and mare turned as one to gaze back at him. The foal’s coat had dried. Where the first light hit it, it gleamed like rubbed brass. Jarret stepped out into the pearly predawn mist. He cricked his neck from one side to the other and flexed his shoulders. Then he jogged on home for the big plate of grits and eggs he knew his father would be fixing.









THEO





Georgetown, Washington, DC


2019


Theo pressed the print key. He was pleased with the article, and he hoped his editor would be too. He’d finally managed to squirm his way out of the academic writing, like shrugging off a suit to pull on a sweatshirt. He knew the magazine needed to run the piece in advance of the Traylor show at the American Art Museum, so the deadline had been tight. But he wasn’t going to email it. He’d bike over and deliver it to his editor by hand. His diplomat parents had instilled in him the value of face time: never write a memo if you can make a phone call, never make a phone call if you can meet in person. Theo was keen to get more assignments if he could. For one thing, it was refreshing to write for a general audience instead of an academic one. For another, the Smithsonian’s magazine paid decent rates, and the money was a welcome supplement to his meagre TA stipend.


He stood and stretched as the pages emerged from the printer, layering into a satisfying stack. He glanced out the window. The pile of free stuff out on the curb was slowly dwindling. Passing browsers had disassembled the ziggurat, turning it into an untidy string of objects strewn along the sidewalk. Just then, a student in a GW T-shirt grabbed a gooseneck lamp.


Propped on Theo’s desk was his own find: a dingy canvas in a splintered frame. Theo regarded the painting. It made sense that the one piece of art in the pile of discards was a picture of a horse. Every Saturday, the old man had sprawled on his front steps with the races blaring from the radio, beer cans and cigarette butts piling up beside him.


The painting was old, Theo believed. Possibly nineteenth century. The lower half was a murky blur, the image totally obscured by a layer of grime. But the upper half looked highly accomplished. He tilted his desk lamp so that the light fell on the image. The head of a bright bay colt gazed out of the canvas, the expression in the eyes unusual and haunting. Whoever the painter was, he clearly knew a thing or two about horses. Theo looked under the kitchen sink for a grocery bag and wrapped the picture. He’d take it with him tomorrow. The editor at Smithsonian magazine surely would know someone in conservation who might be willing to take a look. Maybe he could even turn it into an article—how you figure out if there’s any value to a painting you’ve plucked from the trash.


Theo’s knowledge of painting was comprehensive, but as he gazed at his find he realized that he had a big blank spot when it came to American equestrian art. The Brits—Stubbs, Landseer—he knew all about. Like many foreign-service brats, he’d been educated abroad. His parents—Yoruba mother, Abiona; Californian father, Barry—had met each other during their first posting as junior diplomats, she in Kenya, he in Sudan, when they were both taking a bit of R and R in a beachside bar in Mombasa. They managed a long-distance romance and then a long-distance marriage. Theo was four years old before they finally scored a posting together, in Canberra, and those years were the happiest he’d known. But his parents were ambitious and were soon applying for postings closer to the edgier issues of their nations’ foreign policies.


When they moved to London, Theo had just turned seven. He missed everything about Canberra: the long, warm evenings, the huge backyard, the multicultural classrooms full of foreign-service kids from all over the world. Most of all, he missed Saturdays on horseback beside his dad. His father had gone to a horsey boarding school near Ojai and loved riding, so he’d bought Theo a tiny pair of Blundstone boots and got him in the saddle at the earliest opportunity. Every Saturday, they’d ride together at a sheep station a short drive from the compact city.


Hacking through a London park on a jaded pony was nothing like riding a good stock horse in the Australian bush. At first, his father talked about finding a better stable in the English countryside. But he never did. Most weekends it always seemed that there was some pressing work he had to do at the big embassy on Grosvenor Square.


Later, as he grew older, Theo realized that his father was rarely home because his parents’ marriage had begun to fray. Their Mayfair mews house became a tiny prison of misery. Terse words, slammed doors. Thin lips and sudden tears. The night his parents sat him down and disclosed that they had accepted separate postings and planned to divorce, Theo felt more relief than regret. His biggest anxiety was that they’d ask him to choose between them. He needn’t have worried: they’d each accepted an “unaccompanied tour’’—his dad in Afghanistan and his mother in Somalia—and agreed to send him to boarding school. His father suggested his own school, back in California, but Abiona wouldn’t hear of it.


“An American school? Where they sit in a circle and discuss their feelings, instead of learning coding and calculus?” His father tried forlornly to make a case for creativity and self-expression, but he’d realized early in the marriage that arguing with Abiona was futile; she’d been the champion of the Nigerian national debating team. So Theo stayed in England, boarding at the elite, all-boys school that Abiona selected.


The school treasured its traditions, which meant frigid dorms and chilly relationships. Lonely, ostracized, Theo gravitated to the stables. There, he found a tribe of pale-haired boys in Persil-whitened polo pants, possessing double-barreled names and homes that were old before Agincourt. The only time that Theo didn’t feel out of place was when he was in the saddle. The style of riding he’d acquired in an Aussie paddock—the fast gallops and rollbacks—was entirely suited to polo. He was too good to be left off the team and soon he was its captain.


As a polo star from an elite school, he often frequented drawing rooms and manorial halls decked out with equestrian portraits. Even then, before he’d understood that the study of art would consume him, he’d been drawn to those paintings, drifting away from whatever postmatch event the team had been invited to. At first, staring at those works gave him something to do when he was left out of conversations. But it also developed his eye. Back at the school, in the library, he pored over art books to put the paintings he’d seen in context.


He had no idea who Stubbs’s and Landseer’s American equivalents might have been, but he was certain they existed. Horses were a universal subject: their images among the earliest art that human beings had created. It would be fun to find out where in that history this neglected little painting might belong. He put the wrapped parcel in his bike pannier and propped it by the door.


The next morning, a Friday, he was all the way to the Mall before he realized he hadn’t put the pannier on his bike. But as it turned out, he didn’t need to pitch a new idea. His editor, Lior, already had another assignment in mind for him: a profile of the Californian painter Mark Bradford. Theo was pleased: Bradford was one of his favorite contemporary artists.


That weekend, he decided his apartment could benefit from a spring clean. To get the pannier out of the way while he mopped the floor, he propped it on a shelf in the closet. By Sunday, most of the neighbor’s belongings had been picked off the curb. Early Monday morning, the trash collectors hauled away the rest, including the sign saying FREE STUFF.


Without anything to remind him, Theo forgot all about the painting. The horse stayed in the closet, wrapped and neglected.
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The Meadows, Lexington, Kentucky


1850


I don’t know when I’ve been so glad to put a town at my back. It was a mighty relief to leave the stink and bustle of Cincinnati. Rivers of mud and blood, a chorus of squeals. Vistas of dead pigs. I’m no stranger to slaughterhouses. My studies of horse anatomy required my presence there. But animal death on this industrial scale is another thing entirely. Our coachman, who has the misfortune to live in that fetid city, calls the place “Porkopolis.” What a relief to barge across the Ohio and turn my face to the greener shores of Kentucke.


I hardly think there is a coach ride as fine in all the country. What a pleasant thing, to find the turnpike macadamized, so one isn’t tossed about like a potato in a sack. And the weather so mild, I asked the coachman if I might sit with him upon the box, the better to see this new place, where I hope to find work enough to allow me to settle.


That we did not make much speed, on account of the many swine being driven northward to their fate, could be counted a blessing, as it gave me leisure to contemplate the immense natural park that spread itself before me: corn farms, set where the land runs level and lush, misted with a verdant spring growth, and the small orchards bedecked in pale pink blossom. Between the farms, fine stands of ancient oak and beech have survived the ax, leafing out in the green gold of fresh foliage. Such homes and barns as we passed added little to the view: basic shelters, shoddily constructed, speaking poverty and want of thrift. These were the homes of first-or second-generation pioneers yet to prosper from their westward adventure. There were one or two of what I took to be slave shanties, even more ill built and sad. Man has yet to enhance the natural beauties of the place, but the undulant hills, many not yet subdued to the plow, bring a welcome drama to the scene.


As a plain, rather unattractive little village came in sight, the coachman blew his trumpet to alert the innkeeper to ready the fresh horses. I and my fellow passengers alit to take some sustenance at the unprepossessing inn, but when I saw the fare on offer I was untempted: greasy corn pone and some kind of meat boiled gray, to be washed down by coffee the color of dishwater. It was no great decision to abstain, and therefore hone my appetite for the better fare I was optimistic would await me at the table of my hosts. Just as well I so chose, for no sooner had my fellow travelers put fork to mouth than the call “Stage’s ready!” went up, and all had to abandon the greater part of their repast, such as it was.


Toward the end of the second stage, the sun dipped and the hills and small holdings gave way to vast swells of grassland, tinged blue in the slanted light. As the day waned, my heart soared. It was apparent that we had come into the garden of the state, where accumulation of wealth has evidently been easy. No more slovenly little farms, but manorial estates of cost and taste perched upon knolls and, at last!—my object, my muse—the elegant blood horses agraze on rich pastures.


It has been clear to me for some long time that the turf and its pursuits are more kindly and liberally encouraged in the middle states and in the south than in the north, where a morbid dread of ruinous mischief tends to be too readily associated with the very name of horse racing. And so I have left my home with hopes of more consistent employment among these gentlemen and their splendid horses.


The temperature was dropping with the sinking sun, and a chill breeze had picked up. So when we were forced to a halt by yet another hog parade, I availed myself of the chance to reclaim my seat inside the coach. The three men aboard were obliging in making space for me. One, lifting the leather flap, said he recognized the brand upon the hogs. “Them’s Cash Clay’s livestock,” he noted. That caught my interest, since Clay’s wife was the daughter of my host for the coming night. “That driver there must be one of them slaves he done freed.”


“Likely so,” agreed his companion. “I heard tell he pays ’em all, lets ’em leave his service if they like. Well, at least he freed his own before he set to preaching at others to do it. Inherited quite a number, so I heard tell.”


“Well, he would do, his daddy ownin’ more slaves then anyone in just ’bout the entire state. I don’t like an abolitionist, but I do admire a man who ain’t afraid to say what he believe, and to fight for hisself when obliged to.”


“A mighty fellow with a knife,” concurred the man who’d recognized the Clay brand on the pigs. “I was at that speech he gave, when the fellow stood on up and shot Clay right in the chest. Another man would have gone down mewling. Instead, he came right on back at the shooter, pulled his knife, and nearly carved that man to death. Dealt him such a blow to the belly that his innards spilled right on out. It was a sight to witness. I’ll never forget it.” The man drew his kerchief from a pocket and wiped his brow. “I’ve got twenty slaves, and I went there to that speech of his to argue my rights in them, but I got to say the courage of the man impressed me. Even if you are his enemy …”


The man trailed off, seeming to ponder the paradox of his admiration for a person whose ideas were so uncongenial to him. I thought I might venture a question at this juncture, forewarned being forearmed. I asked if his wife’s family, the Warfields, shared his radical views.


They answered with a chorus of denial. Dr. Warfield, they assured me, was a slaveholder just like themselves. “Must get hot at the dinner table, on occasion.” The men chuckled, and I smiled along. I wondered if I should get the chance to observe this. I’m a free labor man myself, but I knew in coming south I’d have to keep my peace on that subject, since work, if I got any, would come from the slave-owning class, just like this doctor who had dangled the possibility of a commission before me. I thought to bleed some more information from these men while I could.


I asked if Dr. Warfield’s fortune came mainly from his horses.


They replied that the horses were his pleasure, but the sources of his income were various. While he had retired from medical practice, he had a dry goods store in town, a hemp farm, banking ventures, and some few land speculations.


This was gratifying news. I had to restrain myself from pressing for further intelligence lest my interest strike the men as unseemly. In any case, the woodland pastures were beginning to give way to a thickening settlement, and before long, we passed into the town of Lexington, with its neat brick homes, tree-shaded streets, imposing university, and well-stocked shops. I got down with my trunk at the Warfield store and was immediately greeted by the carriage driver charged with carrying me the last mile or so of my journey upon the Winchester Pike, to the Meadows, where my hopes of future employment were bent, and where I wished to make a good impression.


I had seen fine homes before—many grander and certainly of more venerable lineage than the Meadows—but few that sat so happily and naturally upon its site, arranged to take advantage of the prospect of fields and gardens that embraced it. The carriage passed through handsome stone pillars and up a wide drive of crushed stone flanked by young magnolia trees, already graceful, that would be magnificent in another generation.


Alerted by the squealing of the carriage wheels, a duo of liveried boys sprang from the house to carry my rolls of linen, my easel, and my trunk up the shallow curve of flagstone steps that led between a pair of flattened columns to the door.


I was not at all certain as to whether I should be deemed a guest or some kind of upper servant, so was delighted when the doctor and his wife greeted me themselves. Mrs. Warfield took the lead in offering me much respectful salutation. Her husband, a small, retiring fellow, seemed content to let her play the host, showing me the general layout of their home and instructing yet another crisply attired dusky youth to fetch my things to “the blue guest room.”


“We will be dining alone this night, and I do hope you will not think it very dull,” said Mrs. Warfield apologetically. “I had thought to extend some invitations, but my husband felt it best to spare you excessive company after your journey. Or at least that is what he said.” She slid her eyes at the doctor and gave a smile that hinted at a coquettish youth. “I fancy his true motive is to ply you for information about northern racing prospects, and that would be intelligence he does not wish to share with his wider acquaintance.”


The doctor laughed at that, and therefore I did also. “She sees through me like a pane of glass,” he said. “It’s what comes of a long marriage—something you, in your bachelor state, would not have experienced.”


“Perhaps that state is something we can remedy, during your stay with us,” Mrs. Warfield said. “I would be glad to make introductions …”


I raised a hand to fend off such a suggestion. “You are too kind, but I am not sufficiently established in my profession to entertain thoughts of marriage at this time. You would do your lovely young friends no service, to promote an alliance with an itinerant painter and scribbler such as myself, who lives from canvas to canvas and on the meager pennies one may make on race reportage. Therefore, do not tempt me, I beg you!” I have found it is easier to plead frank poverty than to tell the simple truth: that matrimony, with its tight shackles to a certain hearth and the daily inanities of female conversation, does not interest me in the least degree.


“Very well then, Mr. Scott,” said Mrs. Warfield. “I shall revise my object on this occasion. I will introduce you only to those who might offer commissions, rather than assignations.”


Since that plan suited me very well, I went up to my fine room in good spirits to set down this account of my journey so far. I am resolved to make this diary a daily practice.
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Jarret rubbed the pungent neat’s-foot oil into a stirrup leather. He ran the strip slowly through his thumb and forefinger, letting the viscous liquid penetrate the pores of the hide. Jarret took pride in even the smallest of the barn jobs, and it riled him if he saw the other hands not taking the same care. A cracked stirrup leather could cost a man his life if it snapped at a full gallop. He looked up when he heard the distinctive ring of the doctor’s silver-ferruled walking stick tapping across the paving stones. There was a young man with him. Not a buyer, that was evident from the worn state of his boots and the frayed cuffs of his jacket. Good-looking though, despite that—his fair hair well barbered, his neckcloth nicely tied.


Still working the oil into the leather—Harry didn’t like to see an idle hand—Jarret edged over to his father, who was waiting by the barn door for Dr. Warfield, his cap already in his hand.


“Do you know the stranger?”


“I haven’t met him yet. But I know who he is. Dr. Warfield said he’d be bringing by an animal painter. He’s minded to have a portrait of one of the horses.”


Jarret had seen the Clay girl painting in the flower garden, making some pretty work of it, but that, he thought, was just a pastime for fancy-brought-up young ladies. He’d also seen the pictures on the walls of the Warfield mansion, but somehow he had never conceived of painting as actual work that a man might do for hire. “Strange trade for a grown man,” he said. “And by the looks of him not a good-paying one neither.”


“Well now, I don’t know about that. I got my likeness done by a Swiss-born gentleman, back in Marse Willa Viley times. I was training his fine horse, Richard Singleton, that time. Marse was minded to have a picture made of that horse, so he hired the Swiss man, Troye was his name, I recall, and when he come, he say, ‘Cap’n Viley, you got this fine horse and you also got this young jockey to ride him, and this here fine-looking trainer’—I was a younger man then, for sure. So he have us stand about, all manner of foolishness, dressed up in our best, and he made that painting of that horse, and me in my top hat and frock coat looking mighty fine, and the jockey and the groom as well, and all manner of trees in back of us. I believe the man was tired out of just painting horses, and he want to set hisself more of a job to do. Any case, it was a good likeness, all said and done, though it took a deal of standing still for that man while he got all of us just so and so, the way he wanted. Marse Viley put it right in the grand parlor where everyone who came to call could see it. Still there to this day, for all I know.”


Harry tilted his head toward the two men approaching. “This youngster coming up with Dr. Warfield, he learned the trade from that same painter, so the doctor says. And he says this one writes as well, for the racing press up north.” Harry looked at his son with a grin. “Maybe he’ll put the doctor’s name in the papers.”


Dr. Warfield gave Harry a good morning. “Mr. Thomas Scott, this is my trainer, Harry Lewis.” Most of the Warfield family referred to Jarret’s father as Old Harry, even to his face, and Jarret misliked it. He appreciated that Dr. Warfield gave Harry his proper name.


“Let’s see our new foal, shall we? Should you like that, Mr. Scott?”


“I should indeed. Nothing like a new horse to brighten a day.”


Harry signaled to Jarret then, and he came forward to roll back the barn door. The colt and his mother looked up in unison, Alice’s ears pinned flat, her good humor toward humans swept away with the morning’s muck-out.


Dr. Warfield grimaced. “Four white feet and a white nose—throw him to the crows.” Then the doctor laughed. “Lot of old wives’ nonsense, judging a horse by the color of his socks.”


Scott stood silent, his eyes running over the foal. Dr. Warfield tapped his ferrule on the barn boards, impatient to hear his opinion. “Would you mind,” asked Scott, “if I went in there with them? I’d like to examine his legs.”


Harry frowned, but Warfield nodded. “Go ahead.” He turned to Harry. “Mr. Scott here was training to be a doctor himself, before the paintbrush called.”


Scott laughed. “Wasn’t so much the paintbrush calling as the creditors,” he said. “Couldn’t afford to pay the fees at the medical college, is the truth of it. But I have made some study of equine anatomy, and I’d be glad of the chance to examine this colt here.”


Harry nodded curtly—he could hardly do otherwise—but Jarret could see displeasure in the line of his father’s mouth. Still, Scott seemed to know his business, standing motionless as Alice snaked her head at him, waiting until her ears relaxed and flicked forward. Scott let the mare sniff him thoroughly, and only when she dropped her poll did he move slowly toward the colt, easing down into a crouch. He ran his hands up the spindly legs, feeling for the relationship of bone and tendon, just as Harry had done earlier. Then he held each tiny hoof in his palm, checking for heat. Jarret glanced at his father and saw that his scowl had softened. Scott looked up, smiling. “Sound and safe, seems like,” he said.


Scott stood and quietly exited the stall. “He’s small, and at first, you’d say there’s not a lot of Boston in his looks. But then you notice the slope of the pelvic bones, same as Boston had, and the dam here has similar. Long pasterns, prominent knees. That buck knee of the Boston family—best in the world for power. Sire and dam share a very similar anatomy. Clever of you,” he said, turning to Warfield, “to inbreed so closely to form.”


“That was Harry’s notion,” said Warfield. Jarret saw his father nod, glad of the acknowledgment. “He wouldn’t let go of the idea. Kept worrying away at it till I finally assented. And just in time.”


“That’s right,” said Scott. “There’ll be precious few more Boston colts.” He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes as he continued to appraise the colt. “You know the John Sartorius painting of Edward Darley’s Arabian? That stallion had white feet. This colt brings that painting to my mind.”


“Say you so?” said Warfield. “But that’s not his descent. Male line goes back to the Byerley Turk. Female line is to the Cullen Arabian. But it’s a fine association in any case, and a good-enough name. Let us call him that. Darley.” Warfield tapped his ferrule again to close the matter and turned to his trainer.


“Now, Harry, let’s take Mr. Scott to look at Glacier. I have a mind to commission a likeness, since Mr. Scott observed last night at dinner that painting a white horse is a great challenge.”


Later that day, when Jarret was seeing to the paddock picking, he noticed Scott, his lanky frame draped over the stone fence, watching the four-year-old named Glacier. Glacier was grazing in the largest turnout, the one that ran down from the home pasture to the creek edge through some stands of white oak, and it took Jarret quite a time to pick it clean, since he was particular to remove every trace of manure. He didn’t mind even this lowly job. It was one way to keep track of the health of the horses. He’d saved a horse from colic once, by noticing the state of its droppings.


He’d been at it for a good half hour before Scott finally drew out a small sketchpad. Jarret was powerfully curious to get a glimpse, so he began working his way over toward the wall. When Scott straightened and stretched, he noticed Jarret and beckoned him over. Jarret wheeled his barrow closer.


“What’s he like?” Scott asked, tilting his head in the direction of the horse.


Jarret averted his eyes and scuffed the turf with the toe of his boot. It wasn’t a good idea to speak without putting a deal of thought into it. Words could be snares. Less of them you laid out there, less likely they could trap you up. “Collected at the post. Fast off the start.”


“No,” said Scott, and Jarret winced. There you go. Less than a dozen words and he’d said the wrong ones, seemingly. But then Scott spoke less sharply. “I meant, what’s he like? Busy mind, or a dreamer? Bossy or well mannered? I want to know how he feels about the world … what kind of soul he’s got.”


Jarret had never heard horses spoken of in that way, although it was how he thought of them in his own mind. His father knew all about how to make a horse work its best, and there was a great deal of learning to that. Dr. Warfield was a shrewd judge of when to buy and sell them. But Jarret thought both his father and Dr. Warfield treated horses like mechanical contraptions: do this, get that. Jarret disagreed, but had never said so. To speak of horses as beings with feelings, even souls—it might seem like foolishness, or even maybe sinful, in the eyes of the angry God of the White church Dr. Warfield attended. But now this man was speaking as if it were the most normal thing in the world.


Jarret tried for the first time to put his thoughts into words. “Glacier, well. He’d be a fly one,” he said shyly.


“‘Fly’? What’s that mean?” asked Scott. “We don’t have that expression where I’m from, back east.”


Jarret tried to think how to explain it. “Fly means … smart, but quiet about it. Not a know-it-all. Not cunning neither, because that’s like being crooked, and Glacier’s not that way. He’s a thinker, and that’s good, on account of he won’t do the stupid thing, like getting a hoof caught in a hole, or shying if a bird breaks out of a bush. But it’s bad, too, because he’s not about to do what you say just because you say it. He take his own time to think for hisself. Not all jockeys can see why a horse might be that way, so I think that how he does on the track always gone depend on who’s ask him to do it. You see, now? See how his tail swings, side to side? He knows how to use hisself, but he don’t always engage that big hind end when he’s in a race. You have to know to ask him just the right way. And then back home, in the paddock, he’s not one to try to be the boss horse. He don’t barge in to get the feed so as to rile the others, but he don’t go hungry neither. He watch, and he think, and when the others commence to fussin’ for one particular flake of hay, he go off and find one that he can eat by his ownself without aggravation. That’s fly.”


Jarret took a breath. He wasn’t sure he’d ever said so many words in a row before. But then, no one had ever seemed so ready to hear his opinion.


Scott was smiling. “Thank you, that helps me a good deal in thinking how to paint him.”


Jarret wasn’t in the habit of questioning his seniors, especially White people. They didn’t tend to appreciate it. But he was powerfully curious.


“How do it do that?”


Scott smiled. “Why do you think men like these thoroughbreds so much?”


“Money, I guess,” Jarret replied.


“Well, sometimes they make money, but hardly ever nearly enough to make up for what most folk spend on them. So there’s got to be something more.”


“They’re beautiful?”


“Of course, they are beautiful, and men with money like to have beautiful things. Beautiful estates, beautiful wives.” Scott smiled. “But I can tell you, and it’s a fact: many a horse-owning gentleman will pay me fifty or sixty dollars for a painting of his horse, but he’d grudge to spend half that on a portrait of his wife, no matter how beautiful she might be.”


Jarret kicked at the dirt. “Then maybe it’s the races—folk get excited to go there. All kinds of folk, high and low.”


Scott nodded. “‘All men are equal on the turf or under it’—that’s the saying. But the folk who own the horses, it’s much more, for them, than an exciting day out. Here’s the ground of it, as I see it: a racehorse is a mirror, and a man sees his own reflection there. He wants to think he’s from the best breeding. He wants to think himself brave. Can he win against all comers? And if not, does he have self-mastery to take a loss, stay cool in defeat, and try again undaunted? Those are the qualities of a great racehorse and a great gentleman. A gentleman likes to have a horse that gives the right answers to those questions, then he can believe that he will give the right answers too. To do my part, I have to give a man a likeness that shows not just how beautiful the horse looks, but how beautiful it feels to him.”


Scott’s words struck Jarret like a bell clapper, and the truth of it rang through him. “Maybe you don’t need to be no gentleman to feel like that,” he said. “That Darley foal. He makes me feel—hopeful. Like the future gone matter more than it did the day before he come.”


Scott nodded. “I can see that. A new horse is all promise.” The two stood in companionable silence, both gazing at Glacier as he cropped the lush spring grass. Jarret wasn’t used to feeling so easy in the presence of a White stranger.


“You must like the work here a great deal. Otherwise, with all these fast horses, you and your pa could just mount up and ride off. The river’s not that far away, after all.”


Jarret felt the blood rise into his face and a taste of sickness in the back of his throat. He didn’t care one bit for this turn in the conversation. Even at the Meadows, under the hand of the Warfields—who, after all, tolerated a notorious emancipationist for a son-in-law—Jarret knew better than to be drawn into any discussion of running away. Still, he couldn’t let Scott’s error stand. He looked him in the eye for the first time. “My pa’s a free man. He can go when and where he please, horse or no horse.”


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Geraldine Brooks



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Theo



		Jess



		Warfield’s Jarret



		Theo



		Thomas J. Scott



		Warfield’s Jarret



		Jess



		Theo



		Warfield’s Jarret



		Jess



		Thomas J. Scott



		Warfield’s Jarret



		Jess



		Warfield’s Jarret



		Jess



		Thomas J. Scott



		Warfield’s Jarret



		Mary Barr Clay



		Theo



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Jess



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Theo



		Martha Jackson



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Martha Jackson



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Martha Jackson



		Thomas J. Scott



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Jess



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Thomas J. Scott



		Theo



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Jess



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Theo



		Ten Broeck’s Jarret



		Jess



		Alexander’s Jarret



		Martha Jackson



		Thomas J. Scott



		Martha Jackson



		Alexander’s Jarret



		Martha Jackson



		Alexander’s Jarret



		Theo



		Alexander’s Jarret



		Jess



		Alexander’s Jarret



		Jess



		Jarret Lewis



		Jess



		Afterword



		Lexington’s Historical Connections













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9781408710104.jpg
WINNER OF THE PULITZER PRIZE

GERALDINE

- I loved this book

so much’
ANN PATCHETT

o

‘Everyone
should read
Geraldine Brooks’
GUARDIAN





