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		For Judy Sweeny, my mother



	

    
	
		
Pride is for men; young girls should run and hide instead.

Risk the game by taking dares with “yes.”

10,000 Maniacs, “Eat for Two”

Her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much.

Luke 7:47

We are all ghosts haunting someone somewhere.

National Flower, “Fast as Hell”




	

    
	
		The Third Rail


IN THE MIDST of the Depression, in a small New Jersey town overshadowed by the exhaust of Camden’s industry and that city’s legendarily virulent crimes, John Riley is a smart twelve-year-old boy with a dog named Jerry and a paper route, but he is not a happy child.
         

His father, Jack, is a drunk who has futilely negotiated for better jobs and higher wages than are available until he has alienated every possible employer and has ceded the family’s earning power to his wife. Frances Riley takes on two jobs and makes just enough to sustain the family. Although the Rileys are never warm, they are never hungry. Jack is a sports fan who listens to the Yankees with his beer on Sundays while his family attends mass, but John isn’t the least interested in joining his father, who sits rapt by the radio. You can’t hit or throw or really even run for shit anyway, Jack often says to his son, on those spindle shanks, for Christ’s sake.
         

Instead, John loves to take apart and reassemble clocks—he did three in a week once. He does it because he wants to see how the clocks work, because he’s good at it, and, secretly, because doing it fills him with a private, foreign sensation of pride—which the church warns against. According to Father Flynn, pride is a sin, far worse than something like not knowing how to build a clock, but for John the reverse is true. He wants to disassemble and reconstruct more complex things too: a radio; someday a car engine. But his vanity and the comfort that accompanies it are tenuous. Mostly he feels the omnipresent shame of not being, and not wanting to be, an athlete.

Unlike John, his sister, Claire, who is three years older, is always playing games and is always out of the house. Roller-skating, bike riding, and climbing trees keep her and her long legs away from home all day during the summer, from first to last light and into the autumn’s abbreviated days. Even the fleeting winter hours of sun keep her outside more than in.

The afternoon of Claire’s fourteenth birthday, John watched their father stand behind her while she sat at the dining room table writing a thank-you note. Jack slipped his right hand down Claire’s blouse and cupped her left breast.

“That seems about right,” Jack said. He extracted his hand and walked out of the room.

For the next ten minutes—John saw the time pass on the breakfront’s clock—Claire stared at the wall across the room from where she sat before she resumed her writing. Ever since that day, she spends less time at home and more of it away.

A father will do such a thing to his daughter, John concluded after what he saw, but not to his son. His father doesn’t touch him. Even when John is punished, the belt does all the work. He is anxious anticipating the strap, but once his father starts, he doesn’t flinch.

The Rileys have one bathroom, and it seems to John that whenever he needs to use it, sometimes badly, Claire is already locked inside. When John tries the knob, she scolds back, “I’m in here. You can wait.”

“I have to go,” John says. “Hurry up.”

“When I finish,” Claire says. “I’m not finished.”

If he can, he waits, but if he can’t hold it, he’ll go outside, knowing if his parents found out, they’d punish him. When he has to sit on the toilet, he’ll threaten Claire with getting their mother, and she’ll either ignore him or shout from the other side of the door, “You’re a pansy,” and John will do the best he can.

But one day John, desperate, shouted back, “And you’re a useless bitch.” His father had called his mother that one night at dinner because of the roast. He’d been to the pub early and had come home in a foul mood.

“This meat is like cowhide,” he’d said. “Goddamn, you’re a useless bitch.”

His mother had continued eating—they all did—as though he hadn’t uttered such a thing.

Claire opened the door and stared at John. “What did you say?” she said. She was four inches taller than he by then and looked down at him when she spoke.

“You heard me,” John said. “You’re a useless bitch.”

Claire shoved him hard with both hands, and John, not expecting it, hit the wall on the other side of the narrow hallway.

“You know what?” John said, recovering and standing up straight. “You’re stupid, too. Hit me again if you want. You’ll still be stupid and you’ll still be a useless bitch.”

Claire walked away, but before she did, she said, “And you’re still a pansy.”

Because of Claire’s monopolizing of the bathroom, and how she tortures him with it, John has no shortage of anger for his sister, but one night when his parents fought in the living room, his anger softened, and he’s tried to remember that feeling when he thinks she is being simply hateful.

It was close to ten o’clock, and John was reading in bed. He heard the front door slam and then the collisions against the floor and living room walls. He got up and looked across the hall into Claire’s room. It was empty.

He crept downstairs and stood at the bottom of the stairwell. When he peered around the corner into the kitchen he saw Claire crouched under the table. Her knees were tucked up against her chest, and her arms were wrapped around her legs. The only light in the room came from the small lamp over the sink. John listened to his parents in the living room and watched his sister listen, too.

“Pick yourself up,” his mother said. “Stand up.”

“You hopeless bitch,” his father said. “Get out of my face. Get away from me.”

“You’re worthless,” his mother said. Her voice was cold and even. “Disgusting. I said stand up. Get out. I don’t want to see you again until you’re not falling down.”

“This is my goddamn house,” his father said. “You fucking bitch.”

“This is my house!” his mother shouted. “Get out.” John heard the door open, more noises, the door close, then quiet.

After it was over, John could see Claire’s body shaking, but she didn’t make a sound. He had heard and seen enough and went back to his room.

The next morning, after he was dressed, he knocked on Claire’s door.

“What?” she said.

“It’s me,” John said. “Can I come in?”

“Go ahead.”

When he walked into her room, which he rarely entered—he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been inside—he was surprised to find her sitting on her made-up bed, reading.

“What do you want?” She closed the book.

“I saw you last night,” John said. “Don’t hide like that. You’ll be in trouble if they find you.”

Claire raised her chin. “They haven’t found me yet. I listen all the time. They’ve never found me. I wish they would.”

“Claire.”

“Worry about yourself,” she said.

John delivers his papers every afternoon, and Jerry accompanies him. Jerry’s arrival followed the death of the Rileys’ three unfortunate previous dogs, all named Patty—one male and two females—who were hit and killed by cars before they turned two. Finally, Frances announced that their next dog should have a new name, in the hope of turning their canine luck around. And so, Jerry, a six-year-old terrier mix, has so far survived living with the Rileys, with his luckier name and smirky face.

John’s best friend, Tim, one of the seven Murphy children, lives across the street and three houses down. John could get to the Murphys’ with his eyes closed, his body knows the walk so well. Tim plays catch with his father some afternoons while John watches or reads. Every time, Tim asks, Want to join? and John says, No, thanks, as if it’s the first time Tim’s invited him. Tim will say, Okay, suit yourself, and plays with his dad. John’s reliance on Tim’s quiet, enduring acceptance of his routine refusals is the reason Tim is his friend.
         

When Tim and his dad throw the ball back and forth, Mr. Murphy will say, Almost, bud! or That was close, son, and The last one was tricky and got away from you, Timmy when Tim misses the ball, but most of the time he catches it. When he does, Mr. Murphy says, That’s an out, no doubt! or Got it, sport! and You’ve got an arm on you, all right! when Tim throws the ball back to him.
         

When John sits on the Murphys’ porch and reads, Tim’s sister, Kathleen—the only girl in the family—often appears and sits next to him with her own book. Kathleen is thirteen and a grade ahead of John and Tim. The Murphys call Tim and Kathleen their Irish twins. John couldn’t figure out what it meant, so he finally asked Tim.

“Kathleen was still a baby when I was born,” Tim said. “She wasn’t even one yet. There were other babies that were never born; they died inside my mother.” Although John didn’t want to know about other babies who were never born, and he certainly hadn’t asked, Tim was not in the least reluctant to share this sad detail of his family.

For the first several weeks after Kathleen joined John, she was reading books by Agatha Christie. Then she started Gone with the Wind. She and John don’t usually talk, but one day John had a book about sundials he’d gotten from the library, and Kathleen shut hers and leaned over his.
         

“What are those?” she said.

“Sundials,” said John. “Clocks for people in ancient times.”

They looked at the diagrams as John turned the pages.

“How did they tell time at night?” Kathleen said.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Tim says you like clocks. How come you like clocks so much?”

Kathleen’s curiosity confused John, but her questions made his face hot.

“I’m interested in time, I guess,” he said. “Don’t you think it’s interesting? The idea of it?”

“I never really thought about it,” she said. “Tim doesn’t read as much as you. None of my brothers does. I don’t know any boy who reads as much as you.”

“What’s your book about?” He wanted to get out from under her attention.

“So many things,” Kathleen said. “The Civil War, a great plantation, Scarlett O’Hara’s fight for her home. I think after I finish it I’m going to read it again.”

“Why would you do that?” said John. “You’ve already read it.”

“Gosh, same as you with your dumb clocks,” Kathleen said. She opened her book and slid away from him. “Because I think it’s interesting.”
         

“Sorry,” John said. “I didn’t mean anything; I was just asking.”

“You’ve never read the same book twice?” she said.

“No. When I finish one I start a new one.”

“Well, maybe you should,” Kathleen said. “You can miss things the first time.”

“Yeah,” said John. “I guess.”

They went back to reading, and John was afraid maybe she would stop sitting with him after what he’d said, but the next time he was at the Murphys’ watching Tim and his dad, she joined him again. She still had Gone with the Wind, and John wondered, but didn’t ask, if it was her first or second time reading it.
         

Tim has a paper route, too. The boys each have a portion of the town, and their respective routes start at the intersection of a figure eight and fan out, John going in one direction, Tim in the other. Their routes take them through different neighborhoods, and when they’re finished the boys reunite at the same place they started. They compete with each other to see who can finish faster. Although John tosses his papers underhand from the bottom stair of people’s porches while Tim throws his overhand from the sidewalk, they are usually fifty-fifty, but when it’s collection day, John is always done first because Tim talks to people longer than he does. The routes are uneventful, and John is often bored. In the frigid winter and soggy spring, he is resentful. On collection days, he stops to throw a stick for Jerry in the field they cross midroute, knowing he will finish before Tim no matter what.

John’s route takes him over the railroad tracks. The tracks don’t overly worry him, because he is a careful boy, but ever since a teenager was electrocuted by the third rail walking the tracks two summers ago, he is painfully aware how close the lethal charge is—so close that he could touch it if he wanted to. It reminds him of the observation decks at Niagara Falls that he’s seen pictures of. People could so easily launch themselves over the falls. The proximity of possibility plays on his anxiety. They could if they wanted to. He calms himself every time he crosses the tracks with the knowledge that he is better protected from the third rail since the boy died: after the tragedy, a wooden platform was installed that covers the electricity so it can do its job while people—especially those who are careless—are safe from harm.
         

One rainy April day, he has to deliver not only his route but Tim’s as well. Tim has gotten very sick overnight, and his mother, Mary, has asked Frances if John can do Tim’s papers. He just saw Tim the previous afternoon; Kathleen, too.

“Can you deliver his, too?” his mother asks him. “It’s twice as much.”

“Sure,” he says. “I’m fast, and I’ll start earlier.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it!” his father shouts from across the room. His father’s comments often make his palms sweat, but today he is more worried about Tim than he is about Jack.

“Are you feeling well enough?” His mother feels his forehead. “Dear God, Mary is terrified. Influenza is taking over in Europe. People are dying.”

“Those goddamn people don’t wash!” rants his father.

“Jack,” his mother says. “That’ll do.”

“Yes, Mother,” his father snaps back.
         

“I’m fine,” John says. He wants to ask his mother, Do you think Tim is going to die? But he can’t manage to utter such a thing.
         

John and Jerry head out to the slick streets with two full bags. They’ll do Tim’s route first. Once he’s delivering his own, John figures, he’ll be tired, but can rely on habit and routine. By afternoon the rain has stopped, but the downpour has left oily puddles, and children splash and bike through them. He passes Claire perched in a tree down the street, reading a book and dangling her legs. She doesn’t look up, and John doesn’t call out to her.

He wishes he could visit Tim, but the Murphys have shut themselves up in their home to contain the illness. He wonders: if Tim does die, will the loss be easier for his family to bear because of all the children they would have left? Or is the tragedy the same no matter if you start out with seven or with two?

Tim’s route feels longer than his own, and John wonders if his is easier or if Tim’s seems tougher because it’s unfamiliar. One woman wants to pay him, although it’s not collection day, which is always Thursday. Today is Tuesday.

“Young man, I didn’t pay last week. I owe,” she says, beseeching him.

“I’m not your regular paperboy. He’s sick,” John says. “I’m just delivering for him today; I’m not collecting. I’m awful sorry about that. You can pay him when he’s back.” He hurries to the next house, the woman’s voice echoing behind him.

He finishes Tim’s route and starts his almost an hour later than he normally would. Jerry never lifts his nose from the ground and pees on every surface he can. The scents of the new blocks have put the dog into an olfactory frenzy, with each bush, lawn, and shrub more compelling than the last, and John nags the dog to stay with him.

“Come on, you raggedy whelp,” he scolds. “Goddamn it, but you’re an ugly bastard. I’m not waiting for you.” John is forbidden to swear, but he and Tim do it to show off and see how it feels. “Christ, you bloody sod, quit licking your balls and hurry up.” John would never leave Jerry behind, and his bravado sounds hollow to him even as he keeps up the stream of abuse. Jerry always catches up, and John knows he will.

By the time he is halfway finished with his own route and they’ve gotten to the field, it’s twenty minutes until supper and Jerry has blissfully followed his nose to his heart’s content. John has been going as fast as he has ever delivered a route and decides to stop anyway and throw a stick for the dog, whose energy never wanes.

“Get it, Jerry, go get it!” he yells. “Can’t ya run any faster, ya sissy?”

The dog streaks after the stick every time, races back with it, and begs for more.

“You are a funny-looking rascal,” he says. “You filthy maggot. This is the last one.”

The terrier brings it back, and John takes the stick from him. The dog trots to a nearby puddle and submerges his chin.

John samples some of the phrases he wants to use, his passion for the words winding down. “Come on, you old whore. Hurry up, you son of a bitch. You shitty cur.”

He waits for the dog to finish drinking. When Jerry has had enough, he lifts his muddy face from the puddle, licks his wiry beard, and yawns.

“Come on, mate,” John calls, then whistles. “We’re almost through.”

Jerry trots toward him, panting, his tongue dangling like a broken limb, and John turns and heads for the tracks. He really has to hurry now to make it home for supper. Dear God, he silently prays. Please don’t let Tim die. Please don’t let anyone else I know get sick. He is tempted to pray that people he doesn’t like will get sick, but he knows God doesn’t work that way. He looks back at Jerry, smelling around familiar territory, and whistles for him again. Jerry picks up his pace and comes toward John.
         

The tracks are a few feet ahead. He can’t stop thinking about Tim. Is he unconscious? Delirious? In pain? Is he vomiting a lot? John hates to vomit. Can Tim breathe? Will they pray for him at church? What is it like when a kid dies? John didn’t know the teenager who died. This is different.

John crosses the tracks and steps over the wooden platform.

“You fucking cunt,” he sneers down at the lethal rail after he’s walked over it. Every time he crosses it unscathed, he feels defiant and relieved. Saying the nastiest words he knows empowers him. He has heard his father scold the Yankees the same way when they lose.

“Come on, Jerry!” He shouts over his shoulder and lengthens his stride. If he is late for supper, his father will mock him and highlight his weaknesses—unless Jack is jovial. If the Yankees have won, maybe his father will admonish him for having too light a paper route all these months until today. John! Jack might taunt. You’ve been a lazy mick till now. A boy had to get sick before you’d pull your full weight.
         

A scream assaults John’s ears and he stops dead. He’s never heard such a sound. He spins around, startled and confused. It’s Jerry. Frozen. Hovering in space. The dog’s left hind foot has slipped beneath the platform and is tapping the current underneath.

He sprints back and wails. “No! Jerry!”

The dog’s expression belies what is happening. His teeth are exposed, framed by his beard, stuck in a comical giggle, which would be hilarious were it not for the reason why.

John’s heart races, and his mouth tastes like metal. He is terrified—he knows how electricity works. He can’t grab the dog; they’d both be done for. He is wearing sneakers but has been walking on the wet ground—his shoes aren’t soaked, but they aren’t dry.

He sobs a cadent moan, his thoughts reeling. The papers. He still has half a route of papers in his canvas bag. He hears his father’s voice: But your aim is goddamn terrible. Your sister’s is better; your mother’s, even.
         

John steps as close as he dares to the dog. He wads the strap of the bag in his fist and winds up, summons his father, swings, and sends the bag into the dog’s side.

“Fucker! You go straight to hell!”

The bag smacks Jerry, and both sail away from the platform, the dog uprooted from the current. When the bag lands, the papers fly out and carpet the patchy grass. John vaults the platform and stands over the dog. He sobs so hard he is silent. His throat is raw.

He whispers, “Please don’t be dead, please. Please don’t be dead. Jerry, please.”

He reaches down and scoops up the still little body and rubs it. Come on, little fella, he prays.
         

John endures the painful wait before Jerry opens his eyes, dazed, and registers John’s face peering down at him. Finally, Jerry’s tongue flicks out to John and his grin follows, almost, but not quite, the same as usual.

He sets the dog gingerly on the ground, not sure if Jerry’s legs will support him. Stiffly, Jerry stands and does a tentative body shake, head first, and ends with his tail stump vibrating.

John’s tears are of gratitude and apology as he chatters to the dog, keeping him close while he collects all the scattered and damp papers. Jerry walks slowly but surely, and stays by John. After retrieving the last paper, John clutches Jerry under his belly, and marches the two of them over the platform and on to the second half of his route. He carries the lean little dog the whole rest of the way, whistling, not caring if he is late for supper and unconcerned about his father’s opinion.

He promises himself he will tell no one but Tim what happened, as soon as Tim is well again and John can see him. He’ll tell Tim the story, and they’ll celebrate Jerry for being a wonder dog, and Tim can take his route someday to pay him back.

Maybe, he thinks, when Tim recovers, I will play catch with him and Mr. Murphy. My father doesn’t even have to know. I do not have bad aim, either, not when it counts.
         

Because he’s not told to stop, John delivers Tim’s papers for the next three afternoons and each time carries Jerry over the tracks. On the second afternoon he puts a note in the Murphys’ mailbox: Dear Tim: I hope you feel better soon. Your friend, John. The morning of the fourth day, Saturday, Father Flynn knocks on the Rileys’ front door.
         

Jack answers and invites the priest in.

“Wanted to let you know the Murphys lost Timmy last night,” Father says. “God rest that child’s soul.”

Frances covers her mouth with her hand, and Jack sets his jaw.

“Like a drink, Father?” Jack says.

“A spot,” says the priest. “You are my first house but not my last. God help us.”

John runs to his room and takes apart all the clocks. He wants to ask his friend, Did it hurt? Is dying harder than living or easier? He wants to say to Tim, Okay, quit it, you jerk. That was a good one; you got me. Sending Flynn over to say you’re dead and all. The clocks occupy his mind, his hands. He has trouble. His tears don’t help, but the work distracts him for hours.
         

At midday, his mother knocks on his door and opens it.

“I’m making lunch. You should come down and eat something,” she says. “Terrible about Tim. John, you should eat.”

“I’m not hungry,” he says. “I’m busy.” He doesn’t look at his mother and keeps at the clocks.

Frances stands and watches him until she pulls the door softly closed behind her.

It gives John great comfort to control and manipulate the tools that measure time, keep it, record its passing, and wait for no man. He can dissect the clocks and put them back together again, but he can’t influence time, can’t skip through it. If he could, he would make Tim hurdle over his illness and still be alive. Better yet, he would make Tim stay put wherever he was when he got sick and not be exposed in the first place. When he lets his mind wander back to Tim, he is utterly lost. Now what? What happens now? What am I supposed to do? He wonders how Kathleen is. He wonders how Claire would feel if he died.
         

The funeral mass is Tuesday, only a week after Tim fell ill, only a week after the trouble with Jerry. For the whole mass he watches the thin, black, trembling back of Mary Murphy. After John takes Communion, he passes Kathleen. She is kneeling in the first pew and looks up at him. He thinks about smiling or waving, but both seem wrong, so he just looks back until he’s past her row. But he cannot meet her gaze, or Mary Murphy’s, when he shakes their hands at the back of the church. I should have prayed harder, he thinks. More.
         

John sees Kathleen at school, but they never read together again, and although John can never fulfill his promise to Tim, he doesn’t break it, either, and never tells anyone else what happened. When Jerry dies in his sleep at age twelve, mere months before John’s exodus from the Rileys’ house to enlist in the navy, it afflicts John with a fresh sense of abandonment. Now he realizes that he is the only surviving creature who knows the story.


	

    
	
		A Matter of Time


THE SUMMER OF 1976 Anna Riley turns ten and begins taking riding lessons from Kelly Oliver. Kelly is sixteen, an accomplished equestrian, and well known locally as the one to beat. In two years she will win the county’s beauty pageant and be crowned Miss New Jersey, but ultimately not Miss America.
         

Anna’s romantic notion of riding makes it far better than anything else she has been offered a chance to try. Her friends play the violin, flute, or piano; take ballet; join Girl Scouts and collect badges; but none of these interests Anna. Her sister, Meg, who is fourteen and an easier sell, does a little of everything. Meg is spending this summer as a junior counselor at a sleepover camp in the Poconos.

When the girls hug good-bye, Anna tells her, “I hope you have a really fun summer. I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” Meg says. “I’m sorry you’ll be here by yourself. Good luck.”

Anna’s mother, Penny, is silently relieved that there is finally something Anna isn’t too shy to try and might love doing, passionately, without fear and maybe, just maybe, for the long term. Anna’s father, John—a proud man—is quietly delighted that horsemanship isn’t a team sport that relies on a group’s performance for an individual’s success.

The Olivers’ farm lies at the end of a long dirt road with miles of soybean fields on both sides. When the crops are summer-high, the lane to the farm appears from the main road to thread through acres of fluttering emerald leaves leading nowhere. But after a dusty quarter mile, the lane spills out onto a wide, gravelly lot, and there the farm envelops visitors with its quiet grandeur. Well, hello, say the ancient, towering maples.
         

The modest house has horse-show ribbons displayed in unlikely rooms: the yellow of third place, won then forgotten, decorates curtain rods in the kitchen and the bathroom. Two glass trophy cases, brimming with engraved silver plates, cups, and plaques of all sizes in varying degrees of tarnish, dominate the living room.

Stalls of ponies and horses line both sides of the two working barns—shy brown eyes blink and velvety noses poke out into the aisles in greeting. Tack rooms emanate scents of dust, oiled leather, and the warm sweetness of horse. The comforting odors of manure and alfalfa mingle and infuse the air. Paddocks are patchworks of nibbled grass and hardened earth. There is a tribe of dogs: Australian shepherds and shelties and collies committed to herding and rallying every car, truck, and trailer onto the property. A swarm of barn cats weaves between people’s legs as they exit their cars. To Anna, this is heaven.

The first lesson is on a hot Saturday in early June. Instantly, Anna believes that spending time with Kelly is just like knowing a celebrity. Everything about her is radiant and spectacular—her green eyes and smile and the proud way she presents the farm—even though on that first day she wears cutoff jeans, a YMCA T-shirt, and a blue triangle of bandanna tucked behind her ears and knotted against the nape of her neck. She is as kind as she is beautiful, and as friendly talking to Anna as she is to Anna’s mother. That Anna knows someone like Kelly feels like a discovery she alone has made. She vows she will never disappoint her.

The night before, her father instructed her to call Kelly Miss Oliver. “She is your teacher, significantly older than you are, and almost an adult.” His lecture was one-sided and brief—impractical advice, since Anna has met Kelly and her father has not. Anna listened, not interrupting or arguing, neither of which her father tolerates. When he finished his instruction, she safely said, “Okay.”

Because she can’t stop her father’s words clattering in her head, Anna decides not to call Kelly any name at all and just doesn’t address her directly.

I have managed worse trouble, she thinks. Like every time I forget to turn off a stupid light.
         

I’m sorry, she pleads after her father raises his voice at her. I forgot.
         

Your forgetting costs this family money. He doesn’t shout, but the taut wire of his voice implies more danger than shouting would. He punctuates his rants with throat clearing at random. Tense and frightened, Anna waits for more; sometimes it comes—Anna, “sorry” means it won’t happen again. How many times do I have to tell you about the lights?—and sometimes it doesn’t. Kelly’s name is so small a thing she’ll do what her father says, even if he’ll never know what she calls Kelly.
         

Tempe Wick is the chestnut Welsh pony Anna rides. She is one of the many horses the Olivers own.

“You can just call her Tempe,” Kelly says as she pats the mare’s rump. “We love the story of Tempe Wick. We would do anything to save this pony, too.”

“What’s the story of Tempe Wick?” Anna asks.

“Tempe Wick hid her horse in her house so soldiers couldn’t take him and use him for the Revolutionary War. She saved him by keeping him in her room. That’s really about all I know of history.” Kelly laughs and shrugs like she’s apologizing.

The lesson starts at ten o’clock and lasts until eleven, and Anna can’t believe how quickly it’s over. So much happens in that hour. She learns the parts of the saddle and bridle and how to tack up. How to groom the pony and the importance of checking her all over before and after she rides. She mounts and dismounts correctly; properly holds the reins between her ring fingers and pinkies; positions her body forward in the saddle and wraps her legs around the mare’s sides, heels down, toes out. And the very best part: Kelly hooks a lunge line to Tempe’s snaffle bit that she holds the other end of while Anna uses her voice and presses her calves against Tempe or pulls on the reins to make the pony walk, trot, walk again, and halt. Kelly explains posting, and Anna tries it first while walking and then while trotting. She stands in the stirrups when the pony’s outside shoulder is forward; she sits when it’s back. Around and around she goes in her own circle, walking, trotting, and posting within the larger fenced ring.

“How does she feel, Anna?” Kelly says. “You look great! Girl, you’re a natural rider!”

Pride pulses through Anna, and, for the first time, ambition: her only desire is to ride by herself, without the lunge—alongside Kelly on her beautiful mare, Tara; through the soybean fields or in a horse show; anywhere. She wants to have been doing this for years already. When she woke up this morning she didn’t know this feeling. Now her life will never be the same. This is what freedom is, she thinks.
         

“She feels good,” Anna says. “Really good.”

After three weeks, it has become awkward calling Kelly no name at all, so with dread in the pit of her stomach and her cheeks hot, Anna decides to tell Kelly what her father said. They are tacking up, having developed a routine.

“There’s something I have to ask you,” Anna says. “My father told me something, and I want to ask you about it.”

“Okay,” Kelly says.

“Well, okay.” Anna feels her nerve crumbling but knows she can’t back out now. She takes a deep breath. “He told me I had to call you Miss Oliver, like a teacher in school or something. But it doesn’t sound right to me; it doesn’t fit. I just wondered what you thought I should call you.” Her voice fades a little with each word, but she manages to get it all out.

Kelly reaches down and rests her tan arm across Anna’s narrow back and tucks her lightly against her.

“That was nice of your dad, to think I’m like a teacher teacher, but you can just call me Kelly.” She smiles at Anna and winks. “If that’s what you want to call me. What do you think?”
         

Anna nods and looks at her feet. “Okay.” Although she feels unburdened of the weeks of watchful work calling Kelly nothing, her face remains hot.

Anna marks her summer by the weekly lessons, but there is much more to riding than only the lessons, and she loves all the other parts, too. Sometimes she stays at the farm for hours after her lesson to help feed or muck stalls or groom horses and ponies. Kelly’s mother is the leader of a 4-H club, and Anna starts going to the monthly meetings. Kelly shows Tara some weekends, and in the dewy mornings Anna and her mother go see them compete and win. When a show is on Saturday, her lesson is often on Sunday.

While they watch, Anna tells Penny, “Mom, that’s what I want to do, too. I want to be just like her.”

The first time she sees the inside of the Olivers’ house, Anna marvels at the glossy tapestry of hundreds of horse-show ribbons that cover every inch of all four walls of Kelly’s bedroom and the professional photographs of Kelly jumping her mare over fences at indoor and outdoor horse shows. When she’s not at the farm, Anna is busy and content enough playing with friends or going to the library, where she checks out Nancy Drew mysteries and every book she can find about horses. She loves The Bionic Woman and watches the reruns, but her world revolves around the lessons.
         

That summer, Anna’s father takes the bicentennial very seriously. Their home is evidence that the Rileys are avid antiquers who value historic restoration. John reverently hangs the Betsy Ross flag every morning and brings it in every night—early if it rains. Each night, as dusk approaches, he announces like clockwork, Time to recover the flag. He makes several phone calls and finds a specialty shop where he buys a tricorne, a three-cornered hat, which he sports for the town’s Fourth of July parade, whose route passes the Rileys’ house. When the firefighters, police officers, Junior ROTC cadets, and fife and drum reenactment corps march past him as he sits in a lawn chair on his marble stoop, John stands and formally salutes four times.
         

Since June, Anna’s mother has always dropped her off at her lesson and either come back to pick her up or waited in the car with a book. One morning in early August, Anna sees her father’s car parked in the gravel yard after the lesson. Although the riding is over, the pony is hot and Kelly has told her that Tempe has to be walked until she’s cool in order to prevent colic, which can kill a horse. Anna can’t see who’s driving but waves at the car as she leads Tempe past the two barns and beneath the trees on their regular route, which is about ten minutes. Today, as always, Anna periodically runs her palm over the pony’s chest, between her front legs, to check the temperature there until she knows Tempe’s cool enough to return to her stall and hay and water and that she’ll be okay.

When the pony is cool enough, Anna puts her away and walks to the car. She opens the door and sees her father in the driver’s seat.

“Hi, Daddy,” she says and gets in the car.

Her father clears his throat but is otherwise quiet. He starts the car and drives down the lane between the soybeans, a part bisecting two halves of untamed hair. The dogs start to escort them, then retreat to find shade. The day is too hot for more than that.

Anna sits with her hands folded in her lap while the heat presses against her face and the silence inside the car engulfs her. The backs of her bare arms stick to the car’s vinyl, and she feels sweat slick between her shoulder blades. She looks out her window for the whole trip. Her father looks straight ahead, clears his throat, and drives.

The Rileys live in a three-story brick house as old as the town, which was founded in the mid-1800s. Rural communities buffer it on all sides, and it’s a fifteen-minute drive from the Olivers’ farm to the Rileys’.

Her father parks the car in the garage, shuts off the engine, and, still facing forward, clears his throat another time.

“You were late, Anna,” he says. “I was there to pick you up at eleven o’clock and you weren’t ready. Your aunt Claire was always late, too. She never thought about anyone but herself. You have to think about other people. When I arrive to pick you up, you are to be on time. It won’t happen again.”

Anna’s eyes prickle, and her throat swells. Her mother has never minded waiting a few minutes if Anna needed extra time to finish everything she’s supposed to do. “But, Daddy—”

“Don’t ‘But, Daddy’ me,” he says. “You will be on time. End of discussion. We’re home now.”

Anna follows her father through the back door and into the kitchen, where her mother is making lunch.

“Hi, sweetie. How was riding?”

“She wasn’t ready,” her father says. “She was late.”

“Oh,” her mother says, less a word than a sigh. She runs her hand over the top of Anna’s head and smoothes her hair.

Anna struggles to keep herself tight and close, as though she is protecting herself inside her own fist. She doesn’t know what to say or what she can say. Her father sits at the kitchen table with his right ankle resting on his left knee. His arms are crossed and his chin is high. “She has to be on time,” he says.

With her mother stroking her hair, Anna takes a breath and plunges her voice loud and fast out into the room. “When Tempe is hot Kelly says I need to walk her until she’s cool enough because of colic and I was walking her and that made me late. I’m sorry.”

“And was she cool enough?” Penny’s voice does not sound directed down to Anna, who is pressed against her mother’s body, but across the kitchen to the table where her father sits.

“Yes,” Anna says, and she relaxes the fist around herself.

“Then do the walk in time to be picked up,” her father says. He goes to the refrigerator and gets a Ballantine Ale. He opens the green bottle and pours the yellow liquid into the antique goblet he always drinks from. “Your mother will get you a watch, and you won’t be late. Don’t be sorry, Anna, just don’t do it again.”

“Go get washed up for lunch,” her mother says. “We’re having hoagies. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

Anna leaves the kitchen. Behind her she hears her father raise his voice and her mother’s murmured replies. She can’t hear what they’re saying, and she doesn’t want to. Anna knows her mother won’t win; no one ever does. But she’s the only one who can talk back to him. She’s not a lightweight.

By the next lesson, she has a watch, her first one. It’s a sturdy and practical Timex with a black band. Although the buckle is on the first hole, the fit is loose and sloppy. Anna and her mother have shopped during the week and bought the smallest one they could find. She likes the weight and movement of it on her wrist, but the fact that she has a watch at all makes her feel like she’s doing penance. Last year, her fourth-grade teacher, Sister Justina, explained sin and penance, and when Anna recalls her words, the watch feels shameful and dirty.
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