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To my husband Tim, my son Gavin, my family, and the extraordinary Ruth Uyesugi, my teacher, ‘other mother,’ and dear friend.





Part I





We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark. The real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light.


Plato








Chapter 1


As she gazed out the bay window in her bedroom, Mary McAllister knew this night would be her last.


Outside, the February darkness was suffused with light from the town. Thick snowflakes floated past the window. Only the Mill River itself, for which the small Vermont town was named, escaped the snow covering. Its unfrozen center flowed, black and snake-like, along the edge of the sleeping town.


With her left hand, Mary stroked a large Siamese cat curled next to her on the adjustable bed. With her right, she tucked a few strands of fine white hair behind her ear. Mary’s eyes, one clear and blue, the other gray and cloudy, were fixed on the storm outside.


She wondered what they would think of her when they discovered what she had done.


The bedroom was dark, but the few lights from the town shone upward, enough to support a faint reflection of her face on the window glass. Mary looked at the reflection through her one good eye. Pale and thin, it was the face of death superimposed on the darkness.


She drifted in and out of sleep, awakened every few minutes by the excruciating pain in her abdomen. Finally, her hand shaking, she reached for the bottle of pills and the cup of water at her bedside.


Mary poured the pills into her hand and then swallowed them all, a few at a time, with the water. She would leave this world in peaceful solitude. She would do so before her pain was so great, before her mental faculties were so diminished, that she couldn’t leave on her own terms.


She thought of Michael. The priest had left, as he had promised, but she wondered if he was still awake in the parish house. He would find her tomorrow. She knew it would be difficult for him, but he was prepared for the inevitable. They were both prepared.


Still, she feared what death might bring.


Would she see her husband again? In her dim bedroom, Mary’s gaze focused on the outline of a figurine that stood on her bureau. It was a horse, carved elegantly from black marble. She thought of Patrick, of the first time she had seen him when he had come to her father’s farm, of the horror that followed.


Mary shuddered and forced her mind to focus on memories of her father instead. She remembered him standing in the round ring, his hat pushed back off his forehead, teaching young horses to be gentle. His belly-laugh still rang in her ears.


Even now, having been a widow for more than sixty years, she still feared Patrick, but she longed to see her father again. Perhaps soon, she would.


Mary touched Sham’s furry head beside her, and the cat mewed and curled his paws in his sleep. Michael had promised to find a good home for him. She had no doubt that he would, and this comforted her. Tears ran down her cheeks as she whispered a loving goodbye to her faithful feline companion. Silently, she wished him the happiest of lives, however many he had left, and waited for the final, heavy sleepiness to surround her.


In Mill River, a handful of others were also awake. Officers Kyle Hansen and Leroy Underwood had been on patrol for more than an hour. The police department’s old Jeep Cherokee churned through the new snow as they made their way along the country roads surrounding the town. They had been looking for stranded motorists, but the roads were deserted. Most folks had been sensible enough to stay at home during the storm. Even with the snowfall, the evening, like most evenings in Mill River, had been uneventful.


Leroy was bored. He fidgeted in the passenger seat, squinting out the window. His hair was sandy brown and straight – and a little too long for a man in a uniform, in Kyle’s opinion. His default expression was one of open-mouthed confusion, and his shoulders were rounded forward more than most people’s. Hell, Kyle thought, anyone unfortunate enough to see Leroy peering out the Jeep’s window might easily mistake him for an orang-utan.


Leroy turned from the window and held up an almost empty box of chocolate doughnuts.


‘You care if I eat the last one?’


‘Nah,’ Kyle replied. ‘They’re stale, you know.’


This fact was lost on Leroy. ‘You think we should drive through town again?’ he asked, with his mouth full.


Kyle glanced at Leroy and shrugged.


Leroy crammed the last of the doughnut into his mouth and struggled to open the thermos. As they started down the hill back into town, Leroy tried to pour the remaining coffee into the Thermos cup, but most of it sloshed into his lap.


‘Aw, shit. Take it easy with the potholes, would you?’ he complained.


Kyle rolled his eyes. What Leroy lacked in intelligence and compassion, he made up for in appetite.


Their route took them past the entrance to the driveway that curved up to the McAllister mansion. Through the snow, Kyle could just make out the faint glow of the white marble home at the top of the hill.


‘You ever seen her?’ Leroy asked, following Kyle’s gaze.


‘Who?’


‘The Widow McAllister,’ Leroy half-whispered, as if he were speaking of a monster.


‘No,’ Kyle said.


‘I have,’ Leroy said. ‘Once. Back when I was in high school, outside the bakery. She was all wrinkled and hunched over, with a patch over one eye, like a pirate.’


Kyle stared straight ahead, trying to focus on driving through the storm.


‘I heard that some folks in town’s convinced she’s a witch or something,’ Leroy said. ‘Creeps me out, thinking of her up there watching everybody.’ Leroy flashed a taunting grin at Kyle. ‘Maybe someone should make her walk the plank.’


Kyle clenched his jaw and fought the urge to respond. Leroy was trying to irritate him, he knew, and he wasn’t going to give him any satisfaction.


It was easier for Kyle to tolerate Leroy’s crudeness when he thought of how difficult it must have been for the junior officer growing up. According to the police chief, who knew almost everyone in town, Leroy was the product of an absentee father and an alcoholic mother. He had an older sister who lived in Rutland. That sister, apparently, was unique in the Underwood family, having finished college and taken a job as an accountant with the city government.


Then there was Leroy. Very nearly a high school dropout, he had somehow received his diploma and bungled his way through training at the police academy. He had an ego the size of Texas, and Kyle had yet to see him show real kindness toward anyone. Why Leroy had been hired, Kyle didn’t know. Maybe the town had been desperate for another officer, but by Kyle’s standards, Leroy was hardly good officer material.


The old Jeep churned through the snow as they drove back into Mill River. Small, older houses and assorted trailer homes lined the street on this end of town. Most of the residences were dark. One mobile home, though, was brightly lit. In contrast to most of the other trailers, this one was shiny and new. The front yard was filled with ceramic ornaments protruding from the snow – a pair of deer, several rabbits, some gnomes, and a large birdbath.


‘I guess Crazy Daisy’s still awake,’ Leroy said. ‘Probably up fixing a new potion.’


At that moment, the front door of the trailer opened and a dumpling of a woman skipped out into the yard. Kyle slowed the Jeep. Daisy was spinning around, face upturned and tongue stuck out.


Leroy hooted with laughter. ‘Lookit that fat cow!’ he shouted, oblivious to Kyle’s frown of disapproval. ‘She keeps that up, and she’ll trip over one of them rabbits an’ bite off her tongue!’


‘Shut up, Leroy,’ Kyle said, even though that very thought had crossed his mind. He rolled down the driver’s side window.


‘Ms Delaine, you know it’s late, almost one in the morning, and you shouldn’t be outside in this storm,’ he called to her.


Flushed and breathless, Daisy stopped her twirling and looked at them. A dark port-wine birthmark curled up from her jaw to her cheek, and her gray curls fell over her eyes. She teetered dizzily and brushed her hair from her face. ‘You should try the snow, Officer! I’ve been working on a spell for it all evening, and it’s delicious!’ she shouted. ‘It’ll be perfect in my potions too, but I’m in an awful hurry. I’m cooking up a new one tonight!’ Smiling, she scooped up a handful of snow, flung it into the air, waved at Officers Hansen and Underwood, and went inside.


Kyle sat in silence, shaking his head, but Leroy roared even louder. When he noticed Kyle’s disapproving looks, he attempted, unsuccessfully, to compose himself.


‘Aw, c’mon Kyle. You know she’s nuts. What’s the harm in enjoying the entertainment?’


‘She can’t help it, Leroy, and you don’t have the good sense to keep your mouth shut when you should,’ Kyle snapped. He was watching the door of the trailer, making sure Daisy stayed inside.


‘Ooo, touch-y,’ Leroy replied. ‘Hell,’ he said, chuckling again, ‘that show alone was worth her surviving that fire. When I heard her trailer’d burned, I thought we’d finally be rid of the old bat.’


Kyle said nothing to this, because it would have been useless. He had eight years on Leroy, but given Leroy’s level of maturity, it seemed more like eighty. During his time on the force in Boston, he’d seen more than a few young officers like Leroy. They were all arrogant and stupid and attracted to the position because they liked the power the uniform and the gun gave them. Most of those guys ended up dead or behind bars themselves, victims of their own bad intentions.


In Mill River, there were four police officers – himself, Leroy, Ron Wykowski, and Joe Fitzgerald, the chief. The problem was that in a town where nothing ever happened, three decent cops were more than enough. Leroy, lacking opportunities to jeopardize his career, had great job security.


They continued down Main Street, through the quaint business district, past the white town hall building, and followed the bend in the road past St. John’s Catholic Church. One window was lit in the parish house.


‘Preachie’s up,’ Leroy chirped. This was nothing unusual, though, as Father O’Brien’s light was often on late into the night.


Two houses down, another bright window.


‘Teachie’s up, too,’ Leroy said in a different tone. ‘Maybe we should stop by and read her a bedtime story.’ He raised his eyebrows and slowly ran his tongue across his upper lip.


‘Teachie’ was Claudia Simon, the pretty new fourth grade teacher at Mill River Elementary.


‘You can read? That’s news to me,’ Kyle said.


Leroy scowled but kept to himself until Kyle pulled up to the police station. As they got out, Leroy stared back down Main Street.


‘Damn,’ he said. ‘Snow like this makes even those shitty trailers look good.’


Again, Kyle said nothing. All he wanted was a hot shower and a warm bed. It had been a long night.


Claudia Simon was reading bedtime stories of a sort. Each of her students had written a short composition entitled, ‘What I Want to Be When I Grow Up.’ Of the twenty-three fourth graders, eleven wanted to be President of the United States, a fact that she attributed to the class having watched the Presidential inauguration a few weeks ago. Six wanted to be movie stars or singers. Four wanted to be doctors or nurses. One a policeman. One a fireman. And one a counselor.


Rowen Hansen was the little girl who wanted to be a counselor. Her father was Officer Kyle Hansen, a police officer in town. Claudia had learned from the principal that he was a widower. His little girl had written that she wanted to be a counselor, as her mother had been, because she liked to ‘listen to people and help fix their problems’ That simple. From a fourth grader. But, Claudia thought, Rowen was an exceptional kid. She could profess to want to be almost anything, and it wouldn’t come as any surprise.


Claudia stood up and stretched. It was after one. But this was Saturday night –no, now Sunday morning – and if she lost herself grading papers, she could sleep late. Dressed in a jogging suit and socks, she padded down the hall to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She examined her reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. Only a few months ago, her reflection wouldn’t have fit in the mirror.


Single, obese, and approaching thirty, Claudia had resolved, a year and a half ago, to get herself into shape. She had made that resolution many times before. She had been overweight all her life, or as much of it as she could remember. She had never had a boyfriend, a prom date, or even so much as a man with any romantic interest in her. After that long, most people would have resigned themselves to a lifetime of solitary cheesecake. Instead, Claudia threw out the cheesecake, chips, ice cream, and pizza. She purchased a treadmill and Reeboks. Then, over the year and a half following her thirtieth birthday, Claudia literally ran her ass off.


Now, ninety-two pounds lighter, Claudia examined her reflection with approval and headed to bed. She had a new wardrobe in a size ten. She had a teaching job in a school in a new town where people didn’t know her former fat self. She was alive. A single ready to mingle. She would get over her social awkwardness. She wouldn’t get flustered when she saw an attractive man. She wouldn’t avert her eyes. She was no longer ashamed of herself.


That night, Claudia fell asleep smiling.


It was well after midnight, but Jean Wykowski couldn’t sleep. Her husband, Ron, lay snoring beside her. His shift at the police station would begin at seven, and he was oblivious to her tossing and turning. But Ron’s snoring rarely bothered her, and it was not the reason that she experienced insomnia now. Finally, she slipped out from under her covers and tiptoed out of the bedroom.


On her way to the kitchen, she paused at her sons’ room. Jimmy and Johnny, ages nine and eleven, took after their father where sleep was concerned. Both were out cold, their breathing slow and rhythmic. Jimmy looked just as she had left him at bedtime. He lay on his back with the covers pulled up to his chin. Johnny, though, was turned around with his feet on his pillow and his head very close to falling off one side. How he had managed that Jean didn’t know, but she was able to coax him back under the covers in the proper direction without fully waking him.


Jean continued to the darkened kitchen, wincing every time the floor creaked. She poured herself a cup of milk and put it in the microwave. While the microwave hummed, she smiled to herself as she remembered how the boys had done the dishes that night, Johnny washing and Jimmy rinsing, each using the pull-out spray nozzle as a microphone to impersonate his favorite singer.


The microwave, too, was special, having been Ron’s present to her this last Christmas. It wasn’t the most romantic gift, of course, but it was functional and something the whole family could enjoy. She stopped the microwave, before it sounded its final loud beep, and removed her cup of milk.


She was lucky to have such great kids. They were stout little buggers and full of life, not like most of the miserably ill people she saw each day. Her husband of thirteen years was loving and loyal. He and the boys were the reasons she continued her emotionally draining work as a home health nurse for Rutland County.


Her patients were paraplegics, people recovering from surgery or major accidents, and the terminally ill. She watched them struggle and suffer, day after day. With her help, and that of doctors and therapists, some got better or at least learned to live again. But many didn’t, and it was the face of Mary McAllister, the patient to whom she was currently assigned, that kept sleep from her tonight.


She spent most of each shift with the old woman. Mrs McAllister had only days left, maybe a week. Today, Jean had hardly been able to look at her. The cancer had left Mrs McAllister withered and jaundiced, and pain medication ensured that she slept most of the time. Jean had given her a sponge bath, changed her garments, and tried her best to make her comfortable. It wasn’t much, but it was all she could do. And tomorrow, Sunday, there would be no visit because she had the day off. Attempting to console herself with those thoughts, Jean set her empty cup in the sink and walked back down the dark hallway to her bedroom.


In the parish house next to his church, Father Michael O’Brien was in his office, packing. Not books or files, only spoons. Father O’Brien was obsessed with spoons. He had accumulated close to seven hundred spoons in his eighty-six years. No two were alike. Tenderly, he lifted each one from a tattered cardboard box, examining it before placing it into a sturdy shipping box on his desk.


He collected the spoons in violation of his vow of poverty, and for this he felt guilty. When he thought about how he had obtained the spoons, he felt even worse. Still, there was something about a spoon – silver or stainless, elegant, frilly, or plain – that comforted him. He needed them. He had never been able to part with them.


Until now.


From his top desk drawer, he retrieved one final spoon. He placed it, a shiny silver teaspoon, in the shipping box. For a moment, he looked at it resting atop its box-mates, and then retrieved it. He would not part with this one. On the back of the spoon an inscription read, ‘To my dear friend, Love, MEHM.’


The one person who knew of his collection, who had been his closest friend for more than sixty years, had given this spoon to him. It would not be a sin to keep this one spoon.


He eased himself into the chair at his desk. It was late, and his arthritis was acting up. He set the spoon on the desk and put on his reading glasses. There was a small package wrapped in brown paper on his desk, accompanied by a sealed envelope. He didn’t know what was in the package. As for the envelope, he knew that there was a letter inside, written on fine linen stationery. He longed to read the letter, but it was not for him to read … yet. With a sigh, he picked up the envelope and pressed it to his chest.


He looked out the window toward Mary’s mansion on the hill. The darkness and the whirling snow prevented him from seeing the big marble home, but he knew it was there, overlooking Mill River as it had for decades. He closed his eyes. He knew the history of that house, the joy and the suffering, especially the suffering, which had taken place and still took place within it. He knew Mary was there, and wondered if she were sleeping, as he had left her, or awake looking down upon him. Maybe her soul had already departed.


‘Dear girl, may you finally be at peace,’ he whispered, and looked once more into the storm toward the mansion on the hill.




Chapter 2


They were flying.


On a bright Saturday morning in June 1940, the refined drone of a Lincoln Zephyr coupe compromised the serenity of Vermont’s Green Mountains. After a few minutes, the black, sleek source of the noise appeared. The engine of the car powered it effortlessly along the winding country road. The wind whipped through the open windows of the car, through the blond hair of father and son, Stephen and Patrick McAllister.


The calmness of rural Vermont was in stark contrast to the events occurring in other parts of the world. Across the Atlantic, the Axis powers were bound by a common goal of world domination. Nazi armies had overrun Europe, forcing France into submission. Britain was evacuating soldiers from European countries at a frenzied pace. But these events were an ocean away and, for the moment, even farther from the thoughts of the men in the Lincoln coupe.


The father and son were the second and third generations of a family established in Vermont some seventy years earlier. The vast mineral deposits of the state, especially the exceptional white marble, had lured a steady stream of immigrants to quarries in the Green Mountains. Hungry for jobs and new opportunities, Italians, Swedes, Finns, Scotsmen, Irishmen, and others followed newly-constructed railroads north to West Rutland. They eagerly took on the exhausting and dangerous work of cutting marble.


One of those immigrants had been Patrick’s great-grandfather, a young Irishman named Kieran McAllister. He had crossed the Atlantic in cramped quarters in the belly of a Cunard steamship and had endured working as a quarry laborer for two years without serious injury. With decency, common sense, and a little luck, he had earned the respect of the quarry owner and a promotion to the position of foreman. The increased salary had enabled him to join a group of men in opening a new quarry. Eventually, he had established a marbleworks in Rutland, where quarries could have blocks of marble cut or carved before their shipment to buyers.


The marbleworks had been good to the McAllister family. Having been the first of its kind in the area during the most prosperous days of Vermont’s marble industry, the business had made Kieran a wealthy man. Through fifty years, World War I, and the Great Depression, the demand for marble had remained steady and had even increased at times. Now, Kieran’s surviving descendants still enjoyed the fruits of the prosperity that he had sown, as evidenced by his grandson’s penchant for new automobiles.


Stephen looked over at Patrick and grinned. ‘She handles beautifully,’ he said, patting the steering wheel. ‘V-12 under the hood, hydraulic brakes. She’s a keeper.’


The new Lincoln was only the latest in a long line of expensive automobiles that Stephen had purchased. He had five at the moment. When he tired of a particular model, he traded it for whichever new car caught his eye. On Saturdays when Patrick was home from school, Stephen and his son took a car from his current collection and drove through the countryside southeast of Rutland County. Now that Patrick was through college, he looked forward to their outings as routine weekly escapes.


‘Maybe I’ll see for myself how she handles on the way back,’ Patrick hinted.


‘What, you mean you don’t want to ride your graduation present home?’ Stephen asked.


Stephen glanced at Patrick and was overwhelmed with pride. His son, a Harvard graduate, capable, refined, a true gentleman. Some day, after Stephen retired, Patrick would assume the helm of McAllister Marbleworks. Until then, they would work side by side to ensure the continued success of the family business.


On this morning, their drive was more than a leisurely jaunt. Stephen and Patrick were headed to a farm on the far side of the town of Mill River to select a horse as part of Patrick’s graduation present. Mill River was located about eight miles southeast of Rutland, where Kieran had established the Marbleworks. While Rutland had become a bustling center of commerce, thanks to the marble industry and the railroad, Mill River remained a sleepy, quaint throwback to the early days of New England.


The winding road finally cleared the green hills and straightened out, and Stephen turned the Lincoln down the main street of the town. They glided past a number of small houses, a hardware store, a post office, a beauty salon, and the town hall. A stone church stood at the end of the street on the right. The road curved sharply, then passed through a covered bridge that spanned the river for which the town was named.


Stephen couldn’t understand why his son found horses so alluring. He did know that Patrick had taken up riding when he arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts his freshman year and that many of his son’s classmates, some from the most respected families in New England, were avid equestrians. To Stephen, horses were dirty, unpredictable, and more trouble than they were worth. Certainly, a horse could never compete with any car in his personal collection.


Still, he had never denied his son anything and was not about to deny him the thing that he seemed to love most. When Patrick arrived home after his senior year, Stephen had surprised him on a drive just outside Rutland. Stephen had purchased several acres of pasture. The contractors he hired had just put the finishing touches on a stable on the property. All that they needed were some horses. Patrick would select them, of course. He had told his father that first he wanted a Morgan and a Thoroughbred. They would select the Morgan this morning.


‘Look, there it is,’ Stephen said, pointing. Ahead was a small sign by the side of the road that read, ‘Samuel E. Hayes. Morgans.’ An arrow on the sign indicated that they should turn right, and he swung the black car onto a narrow dirt road. After a mile or so, the road opened into a clearing surrounded by sugar maples. An old pickup truck was parked beside an enormous weathered red barn. Acres of pasture enclosed by a split-rail fence stretched beyond the barn. A footpath faded up a hill toward a small farmhouse.


Stephen and Patrick stepped out of the car, frowning. ‘What a dump,’ Patrick muttered as they looked around at the run-down farm. A small herd of horses grazed at the far end of the pasture, and a short whinny echoed from the barn, but any human inhabitants of the farm were nowhere in sight.


‘Well, we’re here, anyway,’ Stephen said. ‘When I called yesterday, Hayes said it’d be fine if we came by this morning. Wait here. I’ll go up to the house.’ He put on his hat and snapped his suit jacket to straighten it, then started up the footpath. He looked rather out of place, a man dressed in a fine three-piece suit and wingtips walking up a dirt path toward what was little more than a shack.


Patrick walked over to the fence and crossed his arms over the top rail. A gate in the fence was padlocked. The barn door was open and inside he could see long rows of stalls. He looked up at his father, picking his way along the path to the house, and grew impatient. He was eager to see if there were actually any decent horses in such a shoddy structure, and it was a simple matter to climb over the fence.


Patrick stepped tentatively into the barn. The familiar smell of horse manure and hay hung in the air. It was dark, especially coming in from the bright morning sun. Still, Patrick could see the rafters and the loft stocked with bales of hay. An occasional creaking came from above his head, and Patrick grew nervous at the thought of the old roof collapsing. A pitchfork and wheelbarrow leaned against another stack of straw bales at the end of the barn. The wooden walls and beams were rough and unfinished. The ancient barn was hardly the neatly painted stable at Harvard, but at least the smell was the same, and it reassured him.


Two bright blue eyes watched him from a small crack between the straw bales at the end of the barn.


There was a tack room immediately to his left. The three saddles inside were well-oiled, but worn. An assortment of bridles and halters hung from pegs on the walls, and several brushes and curry combs rested on a shelf.


Across from the tack room was a large area filled with bags of feed and bales of hay. A large Mason jar containing sugar cubes was nestled on top of an open bag of oats. Patrick unscrewed the lid and shook a few cubes into his hand.


 The looseboxes at the front of the barn were empty, but he could see several horses toward the rear of the barn. As he walked down the aisle, he heard a low nicker. A horse in a loosebox immediately to his left pushed its head over the door of a stall, perked up its ears, and snorted. The horse was young, maybe about three, Patrick thought, but its build already evidenced pure bloodlines. He walked closer. The horse tossed its forelock out of its eyes and eagerly accepted the sugar cubes. It was a blood-bay with fine, straight legs and deep shoulders. Its rich, red coat blended gradually into black legs and contrasted sharply with a thick black mane and tail. The horse nuzzled Patrick’s hand for more sugar, and, finding none, snorted again and struck its front hoof against the door. ‘You’re a feisty one,’ Patrick said, and rubbed its forehead. He smiled grudgingly to himself. The old barn certainly belied the value of this inhabitant.


A sudden thump came from behind the straw stack at the end of the aisle, and the pitchfork fell to the floor.


‘Hello?’ Patrick asked, startled. ‘Is someone there?’


Silence.


‘Patrick!’ a voice called from outside the barn. He turned and saw his father and another man standing in the doorway, watching him.


‘Son, this is Sam Hayes,’ his father said as Patrick came over to them.


The stout horse farmer wore dirty overalls and a wide-brimmed hat pushed back off his forehead. His hair was just beginning to show strands of gray, but the deep crevices in his face made Patrick think that he was older than his barn.


‘Mr Hayes. It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ Patrick said, extending his hand. ‘I’ve heard that your Morgans are the finest around.’


‘Pleasure’s mine,’ Mr Hayes replied, clasping his hand and obviously pleased by Patrick’s compliment. ‘I don’t raise as many as I used to, just a few a year now. Quality over quantity, you might say. Plus, there hasn’t been much of a market for ’em for a few years now. People’ve been pretty hard up.’ He paused a moment, looking at Patrick’s fine attire with hopeful eyes. ‘Your Pop here tells me that you’re the horseman of the family. Well, you can’t go wrong with a Morgan. ’Course I’m sure you know that. They’re the sturdiest horses you could ever have. Smart, too. An’ their temperament’s usually steady an’ sensible. All my Morgans’ pedigrees go back to Justin Morgan, the foundation stallion. I break ’em in myself, teach ’em manners, an’ I don’t sell ’em ’til they’re four. Don’t believe a horse is full grown ’til it’s four, so I keep ’em ’til then to be sure they all get a proper start.’


‘You said you had several horses for sale?’ Stephen asked.


‘Yep, there are four, two colts an’ two fillies.’


‘I’d prefer a colt,’ Patrick said.


‘I’ve got ’em all in the barn there,’ Mr Hayes said. ‘I’ll take each one out separately, so you can see how they’re built an’ ride ’em, if you want. There’s a small paddock on the other side of the barn.’ He went into the tack room and emerged carrying one of the old saddles and a saddle pad. ‘If you could take this around the side,’ he continued, handing the tack to Patrick, ‘I’ll bring the first one out for you.’


Stephen and Patrick turned and walked around the barn to a circular training paddock adjacent to the pasture. Content to let his son handle the selection, Stephen leaned awkwardly against the fence. Mr Hayes came out of a rear door of the barn leading a chestnut horse behind him. Patrick set the saddle over the top of the fence and looked closely at the horse. It was a beautiful animal, with conformation much like that of the blood-bay he had seen in the barn. This horse was tan, with a bright white blaze down its forehead and nose.


The horse wore a bridle with a long rein, and Mr Hayes stepped to the center of the paddock with the rein in his hand. He shook it gently. The horse began to trot in a circle around him. Its movement was fluid and smooth. A chirrup from Mr Hayes prompted the horse to canter, tossing its head and swishing its tail. After a few minutes, Mr Hayes stopped the horse, and Patrick came over to it.


Mr Hayes held the colt’s head up so that Patrick could examine its overall conformation. Patrick ran his hands down its neck, sides, and legs, and picked up each of the horse’s feet. The colt was obviously accustomed to being handled. After waiting patiently until Mr Hayes released its head and it once again could stand on four legs, the horse turned its attention to the grass growing in the paddock.


‘You want to saddle him?’ Mr Hayes asked Patrick.


‘Could I see the other one first?’ Patrick responded. He was thinking of the blood-bay horse he had seen in the barn.


‘Sure thing.’ Mr Hayes led the colt outside the paddock. After looping the end of the reins around the fence, he walked back into the barn. He returned with the second four-year-old, not the blood-bay, but a dark brown horse. Patrick again watched as Mr Hayes worked the horse in a circle within the paddock. This colt, too, had impeccable conformation and appeared to be trained as well as the first. Having refused a ride on the chestnut, he felt obliged to saddle this one. He rode the horse several times around the paddock. The ride was smooth and effortless, and the colt obeyed all of his commands without hesitation. Still, with this horse and the chestnut, there was something missing.


He dismounted and handed the reins to Mr Hayes.


‘They’re both fine animals,’ Patrick told him. He paused. ‘I couldn’t help but notice another one in the barn earlier, a bay? Is that horse for sale?’


‘He’s a three-year-old, nah, three an’ a half, really,’ Mr Hayes replied. ‘He’s a spirited little devil. I kept him in his stall this morning so I could work with him this afternoon. I just started him under the saddle, an’ I can already tell he’s going to be a handful. Not mean, mind you, but definitely spirited. I wouldn’t sell him until he’s four, like the others. But I can bring him out for a look, if you’d like.’


‘I would like to see him,’ Patrick said. He looked over at his father for a second opinion, but Stephen, oblivious to their discussion, was gingerly stroking the nose of the chestnut tied outside the paddock.


‘Mary, could you bring out the bay?’ Mr Hayes called toward the barn. He began to unbuckle the saddle on the brown colt. ‘Mary’s my daughter,’ he explained. ‘She’s pretty shy, doesn’t really get involved with the sellin’ much, but otherwise, she helps out quite a bit with the horses. She’s even better with some of ’em than I am, an’ the bay in there really behaves for her.’


Patrick had neither seen nor heard anyone except Mr Hayes since they had arrived at the farm. Then he remembered the noise in the barn. Apparently, he had not been alone.


A loud whinny captured their attention, and the blood-bay appeared at the barn door. The colt was tall for a Morgan and almost completely obscured Mary as she walked on the other side of the horse. She kept a firm hand on the lead of the halter as she led the colt to the paddock.


The bay colt was even more spectacular in the morning sun than he had looked in the dim light inside the barn. The colt seemed to know it, too. He tossed his head repeatedly, shied sideways, as if to flaunt his mahogany beauty. They came closer, through the gate of the paddock. If Patrick had looked closely, he would have noticed a certain spark in the deep brown eyes of the colt, that something that had been missing from the previous two. But despite his fine eye for horses, he didn’t notice the spark at all.


He couldn’t tear his gaze from Mary.


She led the colt into the paddock and stood almost motionless beside it, still holding fast to the lead. Patrick heard Mr Hayes telling him about the bay, but the voice was little more than a monotonous hum occasionally punctuated by a few intelligible words.


‘… an’ he’s got one of the finest heads I’ve ever seen on a Morgan, deep-set eyes, an’ a fine arch in his neck …’


Patrick nodded, shifting his gaze to the colt, but his green eyes were drawn back to Mary. She had dark brown, almost black hair. Most of it was pulled into a loose ponytail at the nape of her neck, but a few tendrils fluttered around her temples. Her cheekbones were high and delicate, under fair skin tinged with the palest pink. She looked up at him with blue eyes rimmed by the longest black lashes he had ever seen. He got an especially good look at the lashes, because Mary averted her eyes downward only a second after he looked into them. She turned her face toward the bay colt. Her unobtrusive manner made her easy to overlook, but once noticed, she was exquisite.


‘… straight legs, an’ you’ll notice that his build is just as good as the four-year-olds, an’ he might end up a bigger horse, over fifteen hands when he’s full grown …’


Mary wore a gray cotton blouse and old work pants cinched with a brown leather belt. Her pants were tucked into scuffed riding boots that came up to her knees. Patrick hardly noticed her attire. He was much more interested in what was beneath her clothing. He saw only the small of her throat exposed at the top of her shirt, the outline of her breasts, the slim waist hidden beneath the belt. She looked to be a few inches over five feet tall, but her petite frame made her appear much smaller. Such fine breeding, he thought.


Aside from Mary’s beauty, though, there was something else about her that appealed to Patrick: vulnerability. Her meekness would be apparent to anyone, but to a man of society who could sum up everything about a person from a thirty-second introduction, and to whom the exercise of power over another was recreation, it was an invitation for pleasure. Patrick was a hawk that had just spotted a sparrow.


‘He’s just green broke now, an’ he needs several months of training before he’d be fit for a gentleman such as yourself,’ Mr Hayes finished. ‘An’ as I said, I don’ sell ’em ’til they’re four, anyhow. But he’s a good ’un, for sure.’


Patrick forced himself to concentrate on the farmer. ‘I’ll be honest with you, Mr Hayes. The colts are all exceptional, but this bay tops them all. I don’t need to see you work him to know that this is the one I want, assuming he checks out with our veterinarian. Surely we could work out an arrangement. He’d be almost four at the end of the summer. Could I give you a deposit for him and take him then?’


Mr Hayes pushed his hat more firmly onto his head and smoothed his grizzled beard. ‘I’ve never done that before,’ he said. ‘Mary, why don’ you put the others in the field?’ Mary slipped over to the four-year-olds and led them away toward the gate in the pasture fence. Patrick watched her go. He pictured her on his arm, wearing a fine gown as they made their entrance at a social engagement, saw his parents smiling their approval, saw the looks on the faces of the other guests, especially the other men, as he escorted her. He had always had the best of everything. She would be his perfect match – a shining but submissive partner in his world of wealth and prestige. He clenched his jaw, overcome with a sudden sense of desperation at the thought of not seeing more of her, until an idea hit him.


‘I’ll pay you double what you normally ask for one of your colts,’ he blurted, causing the expression on the farmer’s face to change entirely, ‘and I’d gladly come out here on weekends to help with the training. That way, you could be sure that he’d get a proper start, as you describe it. I learned to ride at school, but I’ve never helped train a horse before. Judging from the manners of those four-year-olds, you must be pretty good at it.’ Patrick smiled, trying to look pleasantly hopeful and fighting a hungry urge to stare at Mary’s backside as she walked farther away.


‘Well,’ Mr Hayes finally said, ‘That’s a little sooner than I usually let ’em go, but I don’ know that I could refuse an offer like that. I s’pose if you work with him some, he could get used to you, an’ I could make sure everything goes well with him …’


‘Then we have a deal?’ Patrick asked.


‘I’ll expect you here on Saturday mornings, about ten,’ Mr Hayes said, as they shook hands.


Patrick’s father strolled up to them. He looked first at Patrick, then at the bay colt grazing beside him. ‘This the one?’ he asked. ‘Nice color. When shall we send a truck for him?’


‘Oh, around the first of September or so,’ Mr Hayes said, smiling.


‘Come again?’


‘He’s the best of them, Pop, but he’s not fully broken yet,’ Patrick explained. ‘So Mr Hayes is going to keep him for the summer, work with him, and we’ll get him in a few months. And, I’m going to help with the training on the weekends.’


‘Oh.’ Stephen’s mouth drooped and opened slightly, and his brow furrowed. ‘I suppose we won’t have our Saturday drives then.’ His voice was whiny and pouting. ‘But Patrick, you were so excited to get a horse. Are you sure you want to wait all summer? The other two looked like fine specimens to me,’ he said.


‘Of course they are,’ Patrick said. ‘But a few more months for the right horse isn’t really long to wait. Besides, there’s something about this one. I have to have this one.’ And, he thought to himself, I’ll have more from this farm than the bay colt.


‘Whatever you want, son,’ Stephen said, forcing a smile. He pulled out his checkbook and a pen.


Stephen gave Mr Hayes a deposit for the bay colt, and he and Patrick walked back to the Lincoln. Father and son were quiet as they headed down the driveway of the farm, back toward the main road.


‘I must say, I still prefer good horsepower to a good horse,’ Stephen finally said. ‘If you think that red horse was a real find, I trust you. It must be if you’d wait ’til the end of the summer for it, being as horse-crazy as you are. But,’ he added, stepping on the accelerator with a satisfied grin, ‘to each his own.’


‘A real find,’ Patrick said, but he wasn’t speaking of the bay colt.




Chapter 3


As darkness crept past the town of Mill River, Father O’Brien struggled to come up with a sermon for the morning’s service. The various themes running through his mind lingered for only a few minutes before his thoughts drifted back to Mary. He would have stayed with her through the night, but she had insisted that he leave. Reluctantly, he had done so, but now he was beginning to think that he should have stayed regardless of what he had promised her.


He looked at the large box of spoons sitting on his desk. It was a box of joy and guilt and sin. He had taped it shut and printed his return address in the upper left corner of the top surface. The address for the box’s destination was another matter. It didn’t have a destination yet, and he was too tired to worry about it now.


Of far greater concern to him was Mary. He intended to go back up to her marble mansion at first light. Mass would not begin until ten-thirty, so he would have plenty of time.


He had a dreadful feeling that he would need it.


Officer Kyle Hansen was quiet as he opened the door of his apartment. He hung his coat on a hook by the door and went to check on Rowen.


The nine-year-old was sound asleep in her bed, surrounded by a zoo of stuffed animals. I’ll surprise her with Mickey Mouse pancakes in the morning, Kyle thought as he watched her sleeping. He liked to spoil her with special breakfasts on mornings after he worked a late shift and wasn’t home at her bedtime. As Kyle watched, Rowen turned and sighed in her sleep. He bent down and kissed her lightly on the cheek before heading to the bathroom to take a shower.


Kyle relaxed as the torrents of hot water streamed over him. He smiled, remembering the peaceful expression on Rowen’s face as she slept. He remembered, too, the first time he’d made Mickey Mouse pancakes for her and her mother, years ago, after a vacation to Disney World. It was amazing how much Rowen was beginning to look like her mother. That thought saddened him, though, so he reminded himself of how far they had come since his wife, Allison, had lost her battle with cancer.


Kyle had met his wife when he was working as a detective with the Boston Police Department, and Allison was a counselor with the city’s Department of Social Services. Allison had been an absolute natural in her job. Her kind, easygoing nature put almost anyone at ease and made her a favorite when children were involved. When Kyle and his partner at the time had arrested a husband and wife in South Boston on child abuse charges, Allison was called in to interview the two little boys. It was a tragic case, like many others in which Kyle had been involved in his years on the force. But unlike the others, something good had come out of that one – a relationship with Allison that eventually led to their marriage.


After Allison died, Kyle found himself a single father with a seven-year-old and a job that regularly required forays into the most dangerous parts of Boston. The excitement of being a big-city detective disappeared. He couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to him and Rowen losing both her parents. He began looking for a job in a safe place, preferably a small town where people felt no need to lock their doors at night. When a buddy told him that he’d heard there was an opening for a police officer in a small town in Vermont, Kyle applied immediately.


Mill River was nothing like Boston. A fender-bender or an occasional act of vandalism made for an exciting day in the small town. Pulling someone over for a traffic violation was a major incident. In Boston, people scurried; in Mill River, they strolled. For Kyle, the move was well worth a steep pay cut. The chances of his being injured or killed on the job were extremely low. Even with the rare emergencies that required his help when he was off-duty, life was now leisurely and refreshing. Of course, there was Leroy, too, but Kyle considered that to be a minor nuisance.


Kyle and Rowen lived in a small apartment in a building owned by Joe Fitzgerald, the police chief, and his wife, Ruth. There were two units on the second floor of the building, and the Fitzgeralds lived in the other apartment. Fitz, as everyone in Mill River called him, offered the apartment to Kyle when he accepted the position with the town’s police department. It was clean and cozy, and the rent was cheap. Plus, there were other advantages.


Kyle’s schedule often required him to work irregular hours, and Ruth, whose own grandchildren lived several states away, insisted on looking after Rowen when Kyle wasn’t home. When Kyle was on duty after Rowen went to sleep, a baby monitor in her room (or, as Rowen referred to it, a ‘daughter monitor’) allowed Ruth to keep tabs on her from the apartment across the hall.


Then, there were the smells. Ruth ran a bakery out of the first floor, and everything she made was delicious. Fresh bread. Cakes. Chocolate chip cookies. And pies, especially the pies. Pecan, Boston creme, strawberry-rhubarb, pumpkin, coconut-custard, apple. By the time Rowen left for school each morning, Ruth had the ovens downstairs full of the day’s baking. The fabulous aromas rose through the floorboards of their apartment and made getting up on chilly Vermont mornings almost pleasant.


Kyle was surprised and relieved at how well Rowen had adjusted to their new life. She loved her school and her new teacher. He worried about Rowen being lonely, but since they lived in town, she could go play with other children who lived only a few blocks away. She had recently been asking for a pet. Kyle figured that a dog or cat would also be good company for her, and he’d eventually give in to her request.


Kyle finished rinsing and stepped out of the shower. After he dried himself, he tied the towel around his waist and wiped his hand in a circle on the steamy mirror. His reflection stared back at him through the round porthole. He had baggy eyes and a few days’ worth of stubble. On a whim, he struck his best bodybuilder’s pose. With the veil of steam coating the rest of the mirror, his biceps didn’t look too bad. Satisfied, he left the bathroom seeking boxer shorts and bed.


Jean Wykowski managed to fall asleep beside her snoring husband, but her rest was wrought with vivid, piercing dreams. She was in the white marble mansion, walking up the stairs to check on Mrs McAllister. The stairs went on and on, curving and twisting, and as she struggled to reach the top, she heard the old widow calling for help, calling out for her. She could see the bedroom at the top of the stairs, the light from inside leaking beneath the door. She climbed faster.


‘I’m coming, Mrs McAllister,’ Jean called in her sleep. ‘I’m almost there.’ With superhuman strength, she vaulted the final four stairs and burst into the bedroom.


The old woman was out of bed, standing at the window.


‘Mrs McAllister, how did you get—’ Jean began, but she stopped speaking as the woman turned slowly to face her. The eye patch the widow usually wore was gone, revealing her cloudy, unseeing left eye.


‘I know you have it, Jean,’ Mrs McAllister said, shaking her head. ‘You’re too late.’


‘Oh, but Mrs McAllister, I don’t, let me help you,’ Jean stammered, rushing toward the frail widow, but before Jean could grab the old woman, she felt a strong hand gripping her own arm.


‘Jeanie, hey Jeanie, you’re dreaming. Wake up, hon.’


She felt the hand shaking her now, and opened her eyes. Ron was sitting up in bed beside her.


‘Are you all right? You were thrashing around and yelling, having some sort of nightmare. Thought I’d rescue you.’


‘Sorry. Did I wake the kids?’ Jean asked. Her heart was still beating heavily.


‘Nah. You yelling has never done much to get them up.’


‘Thanks a lot,’ Jean said, playfully elbowing her husband. He grunted and lay back down on his pillow.


‘So, what were you dreaming about?’ Ron mumbled.


Jean thought of Mary McAllister’s sad face, her deliberate stare. Somehow, the old woman knew.


‘I don’t remember,’ Jean said, but Ron was already snoring again.


Leroy Underwood sat in his rusty 1986 Chevy Camaro in front of Claudia Simon’s house. The air inside the car reeked of smoke. Without taking his eyes off the teacher’s home, Leroy lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. He had really become comfortable with this house-watching habit. Sit, smoke, relax. Hope to see Claudia. He pictured her wearing only her panties, waving to him from her brightly-lit bedroom window, inviting him inside.


Frustrated, he took another drag on the cigarette. She was probably asleep, but even if she weren’t, the damned snow would prevent him from seeing her. His camera resting on the passenger’s seat would be useless tonight.


Leroy pulled a cell phone from his pocket, dialed *67 to prevent his number from appearing on caller ID, and selected Claudia’s number from his electronic phonebook. Since he couldn’t see her, he decided to permit himself the occasional indulgence of hearing her voice. He felt his pulse quicken as he waited for the connection. Claudia answered after the third ring.


‘Hello?’ Her voice was soft and low, with just a touch of confusion. ‘Hello? Who’s there?’


He held his breath until she hung up and then exhaled a long, steady stream of smoke.


A part of him felt guilty for waking Claudia, but hearing her throaty voice only intensified his need for her. That voice, and the images of her that ran through his mind during these late-night spying sessions, sustained him. They also supplemented the real pictures of her that he had at home. Leroy sighed, started the engine, and twisted what was left of his cigarette into the ashtray.


The alarm clock on his nightstand read 3:15, but Father O’Brien was still awake. He turned over onto his stomach and buried his face in the pillow. In this position, he wouldn’t have to see the red digital glow of the clock as the minutes passed. He lay this way for almost half an hour, but it was no use. At 3:41, he climbed out of bed, put on his robe, and went into the dark living room.


The furnishings were sparse. There was an old sofa and matching recliner, a coffee table in need of refinishing, and a television, but those few things were enough. He rarely took anyone into the parish house. When he was home, he preferred to sit in the kitchen or at his desk in the office. What little time he spent in his living room usually occurred during the middle of the night when he had trouble sleeping.


Now he squinted down at the television. It was old, too, an RCA model from the early 1970s. He had received it as a gift when it was brand new. Sparing use had ensured that it remained operational more than thirty years later. He reached out and turned the channel dial carefully, flipping through the stations. Since he had neither cable nor a satellite dish, he could get only two or three clear channels. His choices tonight appeared to be an infomercial, a Three’s Company rerun, and several channels of static.


Opting for none of those, Father O’Brien returned the dial to the ‘off’ position and sat down in the recliner. The footrest of the cranky old chair came up beneath his legs even though he had not pulled the lever to extend it, but he didn’t care. In fact, he thought as he rubbed his eyes and hoped for sleep, it was quite comfortable.


The light from his bedroom down the hall was just enough to allow him to see his reflection in the dark television screen. It was more like a silhouette, really, because he couldn’t make out his features. The outline of his balding head and the few hairs on top that refused to lie flat were all that he could see in the glass.


He remembered well the day before Christmas in 1973, the day he had received the RCA. He remembered it because on that day, every household in Mill River had received a new television just like it.


His mouth turned up in a slight smile as he closed his eyes. It had been such a pleasure, hearing his parishioners wonder aloud who had given so generously that Christmas. For children in town, and for perhaps a few of the adults, the delivery of the TVs had reinforced or restored beliefs in Santa Claus. Many of them had come to him with their questions, convinced that he and the church were behind the surprise. He had answered honestly that neither he nor the church was the gift-giver.


By that day in 1973, it was widely known that strange things happened in Mill River. Gifts for people seemed to appear out of nowhere – usually clothing or household goods, or an occasional money order to help cover bills for someone having a hard time. But the delivery of the television sets was the beginning of a series of larger events that occurred every few years or so.


In 1975, there was the check for ten thousand dollars that arrived at Rutland County Hospital just in time to pay for Elma Wilson’s open-heart surgery. Twice during the 1980s, a brand new school bus had been delivered to the Mill River school system, even though the school board had lacked the funds to even consider such a purchase. In 1993, a few days after a group of delinquents had driven through town in the cover of night, slashing tires as they went, a truck from the Sears auto store arrived with replacements for everyone. And not a week after the McGregor family’s house had burned down during the frigid winter of 1997, Stan and Claire McGregor and their five children had been presented with a proposed contract to rebuild their house, along with an escrow account containing the full amount of the cost of its reconstruction.


The townspeople didn’t know how or why the kindnesses were bestowed on them. No recipient was ever told the identity of the benefactor – they were simply left to wonder.


Over time, the occurrences became town legends, stories told by the oldtimers as they sat on porches drinking lemonade or in the bakery lingering over lukewarm cups of coffee. The television episode, especially, was rehashed dozens of times. Each time it was told, to a newcomer or after another person in town had received an anonymous gift, the number of televisions given on that Christmas Eve Day increased slightly. The last time Father O’Brien had heard the story, well over two hundred TVs had been given, even though the actual number had been one hundred thirty-six.


It was after four in the morning when, in the comfort of his recliner, Father O’Brien felt sleep come to him. His rest would be brief, he knew, for dawn was only a few hours away. He would have to go back to the marble mansion then, but for now, he clung to those happy memories of the past and struggled to focus on the benefactions yet to come.




Chapter 4


In her nineteen years, she had never met anyone like him.


Mary lay in bed, staring at the ceiling of her room. The image of Patrick, tall and blond, standing beside her father and the young Morgans earlier that day, was seared in her mind. She remembered over and over again how he had stared at her. She had been paralyzed by her shyness. Mary blushed at the memory and, cringing, turned her face into her pillow. She remembered what she had been wearing and felt her face burn even hotter. Not that she even owned a fancy dress, but if she had known that someone like Patrick were to arrive at the farm, she would have at least worn a skirt instead of her work pants and the tall boots she wore to muck out the stables.


And now, he would be at the farm every Saturday.


She didn’t know how she would be able to avoid him, but she would try.


That Saturday, and for the next several that followed, Mary managed to slip away with her black mare, Ebony, before Patrick arrived. One Saturday morning in July, though, as she was leading Ebony through the gate, Patrick pulled up beside the barn in a dark green sedan. He got out of the car and smiled at her.


He was early.


‘Good morning, Mary! It’s nice to see you again! Looks like we’re in for a great day, don’t you think?’


She stood, frozen on the spot with Ebony’s reins in her hand. She swallowed. Her mouth was dry.


‘Yes,’ she said, her voice barely audible. ‘Good morning.’


‘So, you’re headed out for your Saturday ride? Your father told me you do that often,’ Patrick said. ‘Hey, maybe we could take a quick ride together before we start working him? My colt, I mean. I haven’t settled on a name yet. I’ve been riding him in the training ring, but there’s not much room in there. Here comes your father now, let me ask him.’


Mary saw her father coming down the footpath from the house. Before she could say anything, Patrick intercepted him and then turned to face her as she stood with the black mare.


‘Let me just get the saddle on him. We can take a walk around the pasture,’ Patrick called, and went inside the barn.


Mary’s heart was racing. She climbed into the saddle. She could escape on Ebony before Patrick could even get the bay colt out of his stall. She wheeled Ebony around and then stopped her. There was that strange feeling again, the feeling of wanting to be around Patrick. Stop it, she told herself. Get out of here while you have the chance. Still, she hesitated.


‘Mary?’ a voice beside her asked. Startled, she flinched in the saddle. Her father stood beside her horse, looking up at her.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I just, well, you know.’


‘Patrick’s all excited ‘bout wanting to ride around the pasture. I told him that’d be fine. The colt’s not ready to ride outside the fence, but inside he’d be safe. You feel like you could do that? Jus’ once around, to have another horse with some sense next to the colt?’ her father asked. ‘You’re all ready to go with Ebby. It’d save me the trouble of saddlin’ up another one or walking with him myself.’


Mary’s hands were shaking. ‘He makes me nervous,’ she said, looking toward the barn.


Mr Hayes rested a hand against the mare’s neck. ‘Aw, Patrick’s a nice fella, an’ it’d jus’ be once around. Then you can take off like you usually do.’


Mr Hayes knew well what happened to Mary when she was around a stranger. She had never grown out of her childhood shyness; instead, it had become worse, especially after what Mary had gone through during high school. Still, he did what he could to encourage her to interact with people. He did his best to understand the paralyzing fear and anxiety that gripped Mary in the presence of strangers and hoped that somehow, with his encouragement, she might become more outgoing.


Mary sat astride Ebony and didn’t say anything. Mr Hayes took her silence as acquiescence and went to see if Patrick needed help saddling the bay.


When they emerged from the barn, Patrick was in the saddle. Mr Hayes kept a firm grip on the colt’s bridle near the bit. With a nod to Patrick, he released his hold on the rein and opened the pasture gate so that Mary and Patrick could ride through it.


‘Remember, Patrick, jus’ once around. Try to work on his gaits and keep him with Mary’s horse – she’s a sensible mare,’ he called after them. Then Patrick and Mary were alone, headed out into the vast green pasture.


The blood-bay colt was eager for exercise. He tossed his head, chomping on the bit. Then he tried to break into a trot and bolted sideways. Patrick moved in the saddle with him but had his hands full for a few moments. The bay colt arched his neck and pranced under the tight rein, but Patrick finally managed to restrain him. Mary and Ebony walked just ahead of them, seemingly oblivious to the battle being waged. The black mare stepped lightly with her ears pricked forward.


‘He’s full of himself this morning,’ Patrick said, as he and the colt drew alongside Ebony. ‘He should settle down in a bit, though. Your mare sure has manners. What’s her name?’


Mary glanced quickly at Patrick to her left, and felt the panicky feeling start to well up inside her. ‘Ebony,’ she replied. She felt Patrick looking at her and focused on watching the fence posts pass on her right. It took so long to go from one to the next.


‘Suits her,’ Patrick said. The bay colt suddenly half-reared, but Patrick managed to stay in the saddle. He turned the colt in a tight circle and came up beside her again. ‘You think we could trot a little?’ he asked. ‘It might help get some of this friskiness out of his system.’


‘Sure,’ Mary said, and lightly touched her heels to Ebony’s sides. The mare immediately broke into a smooth trot, leaving Patrick and the bay colt behind her. She didn’t notice that Patrick held the colt back a moment longer to watch her firm backside posting up and down in the saddle in perfect rhythm to Ebony’s movements.


It was as if she were part of the mare, Patrick thought to himself. Mary didn’t talk much, but she was great on a horse. Still, he had to find some way to get her to open up. Even with looks like hers, it would not do to have a woman who said only one word at a time. Patrick loosened the reins just a little, and the bay colt surged forward until they were once again even with Mary and the black mare.
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