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  EVERYTHING was a mess, especially in the dark. By the time he’d negotiated the boot-, book-, whip-, and

  curry-comb-strewn hallway to the bathroom, and groped gingerly around all kinds of bottles for the light, twelve-year-old Henry Karlson was wide awake. It was then he heard the gentle slap of the

  back screen door being closed by a human hand, and so, instead of flipping the switch, he went to the window and peered out. His brother John, fifteen, was standing in the moonlit driveway, where

  he had no business. Henry glanced quickly over his shoulder, toward the dark doorway and the other rooms, but his mother did not appear, as she usually seemed to when someone had no business. He

  looked out again; John was gone.




  Probably in search of buried treasure, Henry thought, although he had reluctantly given up his belief in that years before. Even now, however, all mysteries seemed to him rooted in buried

  treasure; not the gold of pirates in rural Illinois, perhaps, but maybe that of bank robbers from the Depression. Certain arrowheads were known to be priceless, and sometimes just lying on the

  ground, waiting. And he’d heard that people occasionally found oil in their backyards. Henry shuffled back to his room, the sunporch converted for him when mother moved to a room of her own.

  Peter, two years older than John, spoke in his sleep, mumbling, “Quiet.” After pushing the cat put of the warm hollow she’d made in his pillow, Henry climbed in and snuggled down.

  There actually was wealth on the farm, he knew, horseflesh that might sell for thousands and thousands of dollars, but it all belonged to mother. He fell into a deep sleep of prosperous dreams, in

  which it all belonged to him.




  The scenes of the farm were not as fantastic to John as he’d hoped they would be. The barn, its neat white trim picked out by moonlight, still looked obstinately like the

  barn, and the nocturnal knockings of the horses within were familiar, flat, and uninteresting. He could make of the manure pile no shapes or ghouls. It looked exactly like the manure pile

  that bulked so large in his daily activities. The air, though, clear and now cool, bearing the sweet, alluring scent of clover, invigorated him, and when he rounded the corner of the orchard, the

  way the pasture lay thick as fur fitted his sense of what this adventure, this first night abroad, ever, should be.




  The farm buildings sat on a hill embraced by the wide curve of a large creek. The two barns on one side and the white house and old orchard on the other formed a rectangle bisected by the gravel

  driveway. Fanning away from the central compound were fenced paddocks, stands of trees, and outbuildings for the storage of machinery. A couple housed straight stalls for horse shows and winter

  use. John had lived nowhere but the farm, and the nights he had spent away, at horse shows or with relatives, were so few that each remained discrete and pristine in his memory. Visits to cousins,

  one family in Cleveland and the other in Baltimore, had been arrestingly exotic: lawns instead of fields, afternoons among teeming strangers at giant public swimming pools, late nights of jokes,

  giggles, and the danger of lighting matches under the bedclothes. Once, with his cousin Fred, he had sneaked out the bedroom window, then tiptoed around the house to spy on the grownups. Most

  exotic of all, there had been no horses.




  An undulating apron of ground spread green-black and silver to the woods below. Mares and foals, feeling safety in the peace of the weather, were scattered over the lower third of the hillside,

  lying down or resting in the hammocks of their own joints. From where John stood, they all looked black, but when a head turned or a leg moved, bright white floated on the moonlight. This was more

  like it. The idea of night rambles about the farm had seemed spectacularly deviant to him, as if his daily resentments gestated something criminal, but now, actually out here, with his body

  clattering inside his clothes and his quietest cough like slamming doors, he felt delightfully orphaned and mute, about to discover something, anything, even though there was nothing he

  didn’t know already about the farm.




  He stepped through dew and cottony dandelions, slid his fingers along moist fenceboards. For a moment he lay down, first with his nose against the soil, then on his back, flat, as if the sky

  were a stone that pressed him down. Even with the moon at half, there were stars and stars. He thought of Buddy, a rather pretentious older cousin who’d once had a telescope and set about

  looking for all the constellations in the northern summer sky. A telescope, a flashlight, and a star map. Buddy was very methodical. John narrowed his eyes and the moon receded, making of the night

  sky a tunnel pricked with diamonds. He veered toward sleep, shook his head, and stood up.




  He came to the creek, where he had learned to swim (five strokes, walk across the gravel bar, seven more strokes, turn around). Every summer the four children exhausted its possibilities by the

  last weeks of school, but now, as John stood on the slippery bank, drawn there by the dappling of light through the trees, he drew in his breath, as if something were about to happen. By day you

  could see the gravel streambed through two or three feet of clear water. Water spiders skated and dragonflies hovered and minnows skittered in your peripheral vision. By night (off to his left, and

  then to his right, bullfrogs splashed into the water) the pool was black; he could not see at all, but this betokened everything rather than nothing. He squatted down and stuck his hand in, half

  expecting to pull out a dripping wad of life itself. The water was cold and fine, delicious to his skin. John laughed aloud and at once forgave the farm for being so familiar. Anything seemed

  possible at night. In the water at his feet, for example, he sensed not just minnows and frogs, but bass and trout and crawdads and river clams and water snakes (he stepped back). In the woods

  surrounding there were surely mice, rabbits, and moles, but why not woodchucks and badgers, opossums and raccoons, even deer? Among the leafy limbs and hollows of the trees (boxelder, white ash,

  sugar maple, walnut, white and red and pin oak, elm and hickory, sycamore and poplar) there must be orioles and woodpeckers and bluebirds and jays and cardinals as well as sparrows, wrens, and

  robins. Owls and bats would be gazing upon him right this very moment. He paused, listening, and shivered blissfully. For an instant he could see it all, the densely inhabited earth and the thick

  stars, ready and waiting to be catalogued.




  Often he yearned for other boys, the sort of mysterious other boys that his mother and probably his father would not approve of, who would follow him, but also answer his questions. Nighttime

  boys. His brothers were too young and too old. And too well-known. They would balk at his leadership with the blindness of blood kinship, even though it was he who had recently dilated, like the

  pupil of an eye, in order to see everything. It was better to be alone, though. He imagined himself with the science teacher on the first day of school (he, unlike the rest of the family, loved

  school), jars arrayed before them, himself modest, rather silent, the science teacher awed and garrulous. Mary Louise O’Connor would be sitting in the first row, shy but admiring, dark and

  trembly voiced, but certainly admiring, as he described the clever and occasionally perilous ways in which he had secured so many and such rare specimens. The science teacher would encourage him to

  be a biologist. Mary Louise O’Connor would simply encourage him. Ah. He could imagine never sleeping again, instead reveling nightly in his own memories and plans. All at once he seemed to

  himself so full that with the simple resource of thought he would never be bored again.




  He followed the creek to the lower end of the gelding pasture and climbed the fence corner. He imagined himself doing this every night, doubling his life, sharpening his night vision. There

  would be so many nights. He trudged up the path, speaking softly as he passed among the quiet geldings, sometimes putting his hand on a rump or a shoulder, as he had been trained to do, so that he

  wouldn’t startle a timid or sleeping equine. It was a long grassy slope, slightly dished, loud with the sawing of insects and cool with dew. He untied the gate, lifted it so that it

  wouldn’t scrape, tied it again. Between the house and the barn were the cars.




  All day there was somebody or other around the cars, precluding experimentation. Father drove an old Pontiac that didn’t interest John, but mother’s Datsun, small, yellow, fairly

  new, he thought the perfect personal vehicle. He hesitated, then opened the driver’s door tenderly and sat down in the car. After a moment, he let out the parking brake. The Datsun, in

  neutral, rolled backward about five feet, down the gentle incline beside the barn where it was parked. A boy at school, Tommy Murphy (lately known as Tom), was reputed to have rolled his

  family’s Mercury silently down his driveway, and then, out of earshot of the house, to have driven away four times, and once a hundred miles, to St. Louis. The keys were in the ignition, but

  John didn’t touch them. Mother’s amber crystal key bob swung with the movement of the car, then turned slowly, reflecting the pale light. John pushed out the clutch and tried shifting:

  first, second, third, fourth, then he engaged the parking brake again. At night no one was ever around the cars. He smiled.




  The sleeping house was warmer than the outdoors, as if filled with breath. Jeepers, the Border collie, stood up to greet him when he stepped through the door, but at once curled up on the boot

  pile again. Floorboards creaked. The kitchen linoleum under his bare feet rasped with grit, but he made it to the stairs, then to the second floor. Only Henry’s room stood between him and his

  bed. He peered in. Half uncovered, pressing his pillow to his side, Henry snored pacifically. John grinned, safe as safe could be.




  By 7 A.M. Axel Karlson was standing in the middle of his neighbor Harold Miller’s soybean field. He would never have told anyone, but the thing he

  liked best about the acreage, which he was about to buy, was the view it afforded of his family compound. What he liked least (the long road frontage that would demand impregnable fences and

  constant inspection) was entirely outweighed by this feature, although Axel would enjoy the perspective not more than once a year. Once in five, he thought, would be enough if the perspective was

  his own. It was for this luxury that he, an abstemious man whose loafers were resoled every other year and whose best suit still had shaped shoulders, worked ten hours a day, six days a week. With

  forty horses and the land to support them, plus four children and the insurance to secure them, all of his generous salary was consumed, and, periodically, principal drained off his investments. He

  was not, he supposed, a man in control of his own life, and yet, straddling one of Miller’s soybean rows, he was grinning.




  Most of the time Axel felt as though his eyes were windows and he himself a little boy jumping up to see out of them. He had the full battery and more of adult accomplishments: a vice-presidency

  in a small company brought him prestige; he was sufficiently educated, and to some degree knowledgeable about literature, music, and sports; in any discussion of politics or farming, two of his

  primary interests, his thoughtful opinions flowed forth in grownup, masculine, self-assured tones. Miller no doubt considered him not just an opponent equal to himself, but perhaps somewhat hard, a

  sharp bargainer (as befitted a gentleman farmer who planted hay for many expensive horses and didn’t have to watch the hog market). Axel and his wife were middle-aged, experienced adults, yet

  his mental image of the two of them had not changed in the two decades of their marriage: a boy in gray knee pants and a girl in an organdy party dress, holding hands in front of a big oak door,

  each with a handsomely wrapped birthday present and the expectation of cake, candy, and the pop of balloons.




  As a matter of fact, though they no longer shared anything, what with his failed interest in the horses and her fourteen-year-old conversion to Catholicism, it was in this image that he

  continued to love his wife. Expectation was as tangible in her still as on the day they’d met, in a crowded elevator at Saks Fifth Avenue in New York. She was talking to a friend in her

  lovely, ever lovely contralto. He’d stumbled and stepped on her foot. “Excuse me,” he’d said, and she had turned to him, uttering one eager syllable, “Yes?”




  She had not yet come out of the house, though the children could be seen going from barn to barn, but he imagined her among them, always being called or needed or queried. Axel loved her

  ubiquity. Every object in their establishment was marked with some form of her name: Kate Karlson, K. M. K., Mrs. A. O. Karlson, Katie McGinnis, my book. A letter addressed to him was an oddity,

  almost a subject of resentment on her part. “Well!” she would say. “This one’s for your father!” and sometimes, when the handwriting was very mysterious, he would tell

  her to open it, feeling much more pleasure in her interest than interest in the letter itself.




  Axel bent down and broke off one of Miller’s crisp and extremely green leaves. “Hello,” he said to her invisible presence in the distant compound. “I have plans for

  you.” None of his plans ever worked out, of course, and yet he was a happy man, stupidly happy, he often thought, and had been for years. He was a giant who paced an unending circle about his

  little farm, viewing it from every angle in all weathers, and he was a little boy, who, whenever he did catch a glimpse out of those six-foot windows, could hardly believe what he saw.




  Peter Karlson was too tall, and though about to be a senior in high school, growing taller. He managed to forget this in excitement as he hung the saddle over his new

  mount’s stall door, but he remembered it again when he returned with the bridle to find his saddle (a Stuebben much bedizened with suede) down in the dirt. MacDougal, fifteen years old

  himself, appeared to have his own opinions about saddles as about much else.




  No one had ridden MacDougal in about two years, so Peter approached the horse crooning, the saddle on his arm. MacDougal laid his perfectly formed black ears against his skull and pulled against

  Peter’s quick grip on the halter. Peter followed easily, still crooning, smiling. MacDougal switched his tail, pretending he was about to kick, but then began to back around the roomy stall

  instead, easily avoiding water buckets and feed pan, dragging Peter’s shined brown boots through the customary defecation spot. It was an effective evasion, this backing in circles, because

  Peter could not jerk the horse’s head to one side and throw him off balance. John paused in the aisle with his own mount, already tacked up. Freeway was the other truly beautiful horse on the

  farm, a chestnut Thoroughbred of mother’s own breeding who had turned out, unlike most of mother’s horses, to be fairly tall as well as solid-boned. He had been bred for John and was

  the only animal on the place that John was fond of. “Go away,” said Peter. “An audience just encourages him.”




  “Life itself encourages him.” John puffed his chest in mock pomposity.




  “Yeah, well . . .”




  “You shouldn’t let her make you . . .”




  “She’s not making me; I asked her.”




  “Then you’re the one who’s crazy.”




  “He’s got to be ridden.”




  “So you say.” John strolled away; Freeway, gleaming and docile, strolled too. He looked to Peter like the incarnation of pleasure and success.




  MacDougal hesitated. Peter sprang at the horse with speed born of long practice, and tossed the saddle over him. At once MacDougal became immobile, until Peter tried to tighten the girth,

  whereupon the horse leaned on him, pressing him against the stall door. Peter unlatched it and led him into the morning sunlight. MacDougal, having outwitted himself, now took the bit

  cooperatively. Feeling no triumph, Peter did not smile; this, like all Peter’s victories, was diluted by growth, the tragedy of his life. Even as he mounted, he knew that in equestrian skill

  and tact he had just grown into mother’s favorite horse, but in size he had already grown out of him. He lengthened his stirrups. They dangled below the horse’s belly. Peter sighed.




  It was almost eight; mother was about to appear. The Karlson children and the other students, all girls, were hurrying to mount or to warm up in the ring beside the barn. Their horses shone in

  the bright air, manes and tails feathery with combing, hocks and bellies brushed more than assiduously by riders who were themselves properly capped and booted, wearing crisp shirts and striped

  belts. One knew without looking that all tack was well soaped and all strap ends neatly confined in keepers. The horses passed and repassed one another, beautiful thin-skinned equines in rich

  shades of mahogany and brown. There was not much chatter. Were one’s heels sufficiently down? Was the chin thrust forward again, the shoulders hunched? One or two equestrians gyrated their

  lower backs, striving to attain, in the next minute or so, that special elusive fluidity. Mother was about to appear; in fact, with a slam of the screen door, here she came.




  Henry, the only rider without the inward look of self-perusal, slumped in the saddle, his left leg thrown casually over the pommel, tickling Mr. Sandman’s ear tips with his crop. He was

  about to give up the whole glittering matinal cotillion. Henry saw in oats and sweetfeed roasts that he would never enjoy, and in hay bales, baked potatoes with sour cream eternally unconsumed. He

  knew the probable value of every animal and vegetable on the farm. He never joined in the cherry fight that annually denuded the three producing cherry trees, and his favorite fantasy was that of

  selling every board and bale they owned. Or rather, that mother owned. Henry was very exact about ownership. He perceived in the pastorale about him waste, only waste, and this summer he intended

  to give it up. Meanwhile, mother came up behind him and jabbed her clipboard into the small of his back. Henry did not lose his balance, but simply swung his leg over, found the stirrup, and

  trotted away. Kate Karlson thought her habitual thought: that with a little discipline he would be the best of them all.




  “The horse,” said Kate when her students were drawn up in a line, “is always falling down and catching himself at the last moment. He is a delicate animal for whom it is

  difficult to carry, push, or pull weight. Having a rider makes it more likely that, when the horse begins to fall, he will not be able to catch himself, and when the rider rides badly, the horse is

  subject to frequent little strains. A tendon here, a joint there, a blood vessel somewhere else, all these things are overexerted and injured when a rider leans to one side, or slumps, Henry, or

  presses the animal beyond the exercise good for him.”




  It was obvious that Peter’s height came from his mother, a brisk brown woman with the soldierly posture of self-confidence. Katherine Karlson looked both older and younger than her

  forty-two years, because of her skin, which was ridged and freckled by the sun, and her eyes, which were bright blue and undefeated, perhaps untouched, by the pain of four difficult childbirths, a

  six-month tangle with tuberculosis, and a thrice-broken left arm (broken by MacDougal all three times).




  She went on (as usual, thought John): “If I were to go up to this horse,” she stepped up to her daughter Margaret’s bay Anglo-Arab, “and push him here in the withers with

  one finger,” she did so, “he would stumble.” Herbie caught himself and jangled his bit in surprise. “Ellen.” Kate turned to one of the lesson girls. “What would

  happen to your viola if you unwound all the strings at one time and then tuned them all up together?”




  “I guess it wouldn’t be very good.”




  “Would you do it?”




  “Oh no, ma’am.”




  “Well, a horse is a more delicate instrument than the very best viola. His back heels are tuned to his lower jaw, his tail bone is tuned to the tips of his ears. He is alive! Alive!

  Everything is connected!” She beamed. “You, my dear children, distort and interrupt the connections by merely sitting there, let alone trying to ride.” She looked them over,

  feeling pleasingly stern and sternly pleased. A group of modest talents stood before her, some of them awkward, but all of them neat and ready, devoted.




  “Horses in the wild,” she continued (John coughed), “are lazy, like people, and they only use the muscles they have to. They have more, many more muscles, with which they can

  do many more things than a horse by himself would ever think of. Beautiful, graceful things! This is what riders are for, because in training a horse to carry him safely and soundly a rider can

  also train a horse to use his body like a gymnast.




  “Today we begin the extended trot.”




  Actually, they had begun the extended trot numerous times in previous years. Every horse was fully trained, if not entirely willing, to lower his croup, engage his back legs, and charge forward,

  his fore fetlocks snapping and his lower jaw working against the bit, but Kate rather liked ritual methods of reminding her children and her students that summer vacation, which was just beginning,

  meant the hardest work of all.




  Dear Lord, she thought as she walked behind the ten horses filing to the training field, please protect and preserve my eldest boy, and give him the tact he needs to ride my horse without

  getting hurt or hurting others. Even she herself had not always possessed the tact necessary to ride MacDougal, and doubted if anyone she’d known was that infallible. Since Easter, the

  occasion of a rash half promise that Peter could try the horse over the summer, she had prayed about and pondered the idea. Now he seemed to be doing moderately well. It was, in fact, a tribute to

  his agility or luck that the horse was saddled at all on the first day, much less mounted.




  MacDougal: the most beautiful two-year-old Kate had ever seen when she bought him, a toast-colored bay with black stockings above the knees, a long silky tail, and haunches that even then had

  promised five-foot fences with six-foot spreads. She had underestimated. Sometime during Henry’s second year and MacDougal’s sixth, when Axel and she were still sharing secret plots,

  they had gone out one dawn and put the horse over a five-and-a-half-foot course ending in a six-three oxer with a spread of seven, if you included the water, which he did not touch, even with the

  twinkling tip of his back toe.




  Kate set up her folding chair on the grassy and fragrant Irish Bank, as yet untrampled by slithering hooves. The line of students circled her untidily, bunching, then straggling apart, horses

  jerking the reins out of their riders’ fingers, relaxing into lazy ambling, side-stepping, or throwing their heads. Although she pretended to be watching everyone (her admonitions about

  spacing, after twenty years, flowed ceaselessly), really she was watching only MacDougal and hoping to tire him with extended trot, an exercise he did not especially mind. Miraculously, he was

  moving forward, and Peter seemed relaxed, light-handed, and alert.




  Once a United States Equestrian Team rider had asked to borrow the horse, and, flattered, Kate had let him. They had done a sinuous, nearly perfect collected trot into the dressage ring, and had

  pulled up in an absolutely square halt before the judge. The rider, a flamboyant Californian, swept off his cap and made a deep bow, not realizing that MacDougal was unaccustomed to men, and

  therefore to a preliminary hats-off salute. When given the signal to canter away, MacDougal had ignored it, maintaining his square, proud halt, a most beautiful horse among many beautiful horses.

  Again the signal, still immobility, and again the signal, this time with the minutest shadow of exasperation on the part of the foolish horseman. Kate closed her eyes. According to Axel, the man

  flicked his whip, the horse flicked his tail, the man applied his spurs, the horse twitched his ears, and then both exploded into the air. Three wrenching bucks brought them back to the gate, where

  Mac simply lay down. In front of the entire audience, Kate had had to remove all his tack and lure him to his stubborn feet with not just oats but sweetfeed and apples. The member of the Team had

  never spoken to her again.




  She shouted, “Walk, please!” and Peter eased him down, almost successfully, although he laid back his ears momentarily and gave one annoyed little buck. Peter glanced at her. She

  nodded. One by one, the other riders considered, and then, with painful slowness, produced the series of movements that would bring about a walk. How far even the best of them were outstripped by

  Kate’s vision of what they should be! Even MacDougal was out of shape and out of practice, reluctant and bumpy in his gaits, resistance tightening his whole body. And yet he knew everything.

  More than once in the old days she had finished a workout on him with tears on her cheeks from the perfect joy of it. He was a genius and she loved him.




  “Let them relax!” Peter loosened his reins too suddenly, with too much relief. MacDougal gave a grunt, and Kate was about to speak, but then the horse dropped his head and chomped

  his bit, content for a moment. “Thank you, Lord,” whispered Kate.




  Margaret was on course. Only the hay bales, then the little brush, the crossbar (which she took very neatly), and the stone wall, but when she had finished even so brief a

  performance, she found Kate’s eyes turning perfunctorily back to her from Peter. Kate did not look at her precisely in the way she had never not looked at her before her embarrassing return

  from college after just one semester. “O.K.,” she said, a phrase and an abdication from criticism that Margaret had rarely heard before this last spring. Margaret nodded and took her

  place with the other riders. Her mother’s indifference had settled over her like a plastic bubble, and its effect was unexpected. Suddenly (at last?) she and her horse were alone. Even in the

  smallest classes, the difficulties and pleasures of small circles to the left or two-tracks from A to K were of consequence only to them. It was lovely. It was relaxing. She forgave Herbie his

  occasional impatience. When she walloped him with her whip at a refusal, she did so out of benevolence, not anger. Gallops around the outside course, over the lip of the home field and under the

  verge of the woods, seemed like vacations. She allowed him the infrequent leaf, pulled for him an occasional handful of grass, and though she was too old and too experienced for equine

  infatuations, she imagined friendship between them.




  Letting go the stirrups and giving Herbie the whole length of the reins, Margaret allowed herself a wide uncovered yawn and restrained stretch. Mother was urging one of the Pony Clubbers not to

  lean into her turns, shouting lurid descriptions of horses falling over and breaking their knees. It was mother’s favorite nit for picking, and the repetition lulled Margaret pleasantly. She

  felt that she could go on for a lifetime of summer days, listening to mother dispense information in her precise, peculiar, redundant way. When Herbie put his nose down to snuffle the grass,

  Margaret was visited with the sudden odor of camomile and something else, summer savory, perhaps, and then with nostalgia for previous summers, when the treasury of odors and repetitions, of

  herself and her brothers just beginning and still enthusiastic, had not been broken into. The coziness of summer was what she had missed at college, and what she was looking forward to now.




  One year all their mounts had been ponies, and every day mother had helped them trot over a grid of poles on the long side of the barn ring. Henry’s pony was on the lead line, and Henry

  was instructed to hold tight, then praised lavishly after the pony hopped the final foot-high jump. Each summer they had formed a tight knot of a group, each one visible to all the others almost

  every hour of the day. There was a good deal of chatter, frequent bumping into one another, and much teasing and fighting. In her yellow dormitory room at college, with her roommate gone to the

  library or out on a date, Margaret had cried and longed to get back into the knot, and now here she was, in spite of mother’s indifference, closely looped about and held. Mother informed the

  Pony Club girl that she was riding like a bowl of spaghetti, and tears sprang into Margaret’s eyes.




  “All right!” began Kate. “Assume a single-file line, Peter in the lead. . . .” And the accident befell John. He had turned to speak to one of the girls, throwing his

  horse off balance, and the horse stepped into a hole. John tumbled off onto his helmeted head, and Freeway bobbed and halted, holding his leg off the ground in pain. Kate ordered immediate hosing

  with plenty of cold water, and pretended unconcern, but as always with accidents of whatever nature, the lesson was ruined. “Trot!” she snapped. “Serpentines across the hillside,

  down and back, four times!” When he thought he was out of her sight, John yanked the horse angrily in the mouth. Kate bit her lip.




  “Margaret’s bawling again,” said Henry, seated at the kitchen table.




  She had set the milk on the table for lunch and found the paper napkins, then Margaret felt tears coming again and ran into the bathroom. They were by no means uncommon, in fact had been daily

  of late: inconvenient, embarrassing, inexplicable. They’d begun at college, but hadn’t ended upon her return. She had good days and bad, all of them with periods in the downstairs

  bathroom, a towel in one hand and a blurry Catholic Digest in the other (reading seemed as though it ought to distract her, but never did). Once in a while she looked in the mirror and

  tried to penetrate whatever it was that made not just each member of her family and every living thing on the farm so poignant (she’d wept four times at the blossoming apple trees alone) but

  also the gallons of milk, the pile of boots and shoes by the back door, the pictures on the walls, and the matched wing chairs in the living room, to name a few of her recent crises. Mother was

  wonderful about it, and said nothing. The boys too: if Henry announced to everyone that Margaret was bawling again, John usually told him to shut up. Thoughts of their goodness stole all control

  from her, and she sat on the sink counter, trying to muffle this abandoned boohooing in two towels and the shower curtain. She felt not happy or sad, but fleeting.




  “Shut up.” John poured milk down the side of his cereal bowl so that it ran under his Cheerios and lifted them up.




  “Huh?” said Peter.




  “I said, ‘Margaret’s bawling again.’ ” Henry repeated himself only out of his tragic distaste for the foodstuffs before him (Cheerios, cornflakes, Lucky Charms,

  Wonder bread, nameless cheap cookies, and milk).




  “And I said, ‘Shut up,’ ” remarked John, to whom this lunch was as good as any other.




  “Oh.” Peter threw the boot he’d just pulled off into the corner and disappeared toward the living room without bothering to eat at all.




  Henry chose cornflakes. “They’re both getting weird,” he said. “Weird, weird, weird.”




  “No weirder than you, bean brain.”




  “Duck face.” More than anything, Henry wanted to know what John had been up to the night before, but John’s face fell into a scowl as he spooned up the last of the milk in his

  bowl, so Henry said, “You’d think she’d dry up.”




  “You dry up.”




  “Hey,” said Henry.




  “What do you want?”




  “I got up last night to get a drink of water.”




  John’s eyelids fluttered, but he didn’t raise his glance from the funny papers he had taken up. “So what?” Henry poured milk over his cereal, afraid suddenly to ask any

  questions. “So what?” repeated John, now looking at his brother, his chin thrust out, and his voice edged.




  “Nothing,” said Henry.




  John stood up.




  Henry said, “Frog scrotum,” and giggled at his brother’s wished-for smile. John smacked the top of Henry’s head. “One mortal sin,” he announced. “I fine

  you ten Our Fathers and the Spaghettisburg Address.” Unconsciously, they both looked toward the back door. Mother did not come in, however.




  “Four more than eleven steers afloat,” recited Henry. John had made up the words years before.




  “Our fathers sought Fords upon this continent.”




  “A one-car nation.” He leaned back in his chair and peered at his brother, who was, thank heaven, smiling as he put on his boots. When John went out, Henry turned back to his

  cornflakes. Soggy already. While he was dumping them into the garbage can, Peter came in, saying, “Think of the Chinese.” He mimicked mother’s voice perfectly.




  “The Chinese are weird.”




  “No weirder than you, bean brain.” This he said in John’s voice, then he reached for the cookies.




  The sun shining on them as they glanced at her would have flooded Margaret again had she not been exhausted. It almost annoyed her. After all these years, why did she have to rejoice in

  Peter’s arched eyebrows and planed cheeks? Why did she have to see so clearly Henry’s thick hair and his eyelashes that lifted like velvet curtains on a stage? They were only her

  brothers. “What a mess,” she said aloud, referring to the kitchen.




  Henry looked for the family bicycle that afternoon, and there was no transgression in it, though there seemed to be. Each of the children had flirted with the old one-speed, but

  each in turn had decided that a self-propelled machine without personality was nothing compared to the mysteries of a living horse. So the bicycle came to Henry, who wheeled it out of the garage

  and wiped it off. The decision to him was hardly as clear, although the driveway was the only place to ride.




  Unpaved, it was nearly a mile long, curving away from the house in a wide S between two pastures, then dropping through thick woods to a small creek. The hill from there to the main road was the

  terror of all haulers of horse trailers who exhibited in the summer horse show. In consideration of the more timid, Axel had built a row of standing stalls in the shade of two boxelders beside the

  entrance. Here Henry rested after his first arduous climb, tired already from the incline, the heat, and the deep gravel.




  He returned to the house and started again. It was very simple. First he sat back on the seat for a quarter of a mile, pedaling steadily and holding the front wheel in a rut. Around the waves of

  the S he shifted his weight slightly from side to side. He watched his knees and feet rising and falling, usually driving the pedals, but sometimes propelled by them, and he watched the staccato

  fenceposts and the easygoing Thoroughbreds in their pastures, strolling from knoll to knoll. Starlings and bluejays perched on the fence, and a red-winged blackbird rose out of her nest at his

  passage, squawking and feinting toward him. At the edge of the woods he pedaled for a second or two, then the road fell steeply, so he leaned forward, steering hard and pretending not to be afraid.

  He aimed for the bridge. There was the exciting possibility, which came to seem with each second a probability, that he would miss it, crash into one concrete abutment or the other, smash the

  bicycle, and kill himself. He did not, however, press the foot brake. Instead, he lifted his feet clear of the spinning pedals and shot through, frozen and senseless; the toil up the far slope,

  with its frustrating drag of gravel and dirt, was mitigated by relief and exhilaration. The bike slowed, Henry’s legs shook. He gave up and walked the rest of the way, promising himself as if

  he were grown up that the day he pedaled to the top he would ride off down the road and never return.




  The vet came before dinner. He checked the two pregnant mares and declared that either of them could deliver at any time, then he had John bring Freeway out of his stall, although the beautiful

  chestnut could barely walk. He felt for heat and swelling in the shoulder, the elbow, the knee, the ankle, the foot. He set up his portable x-ray machine, thinking resignedly that it would be years

  before he would see payment for this expensive bit of diagnosis, and told John to stand back. John stood back, quiet, anxious, resentful. The machine buzzed. Freeway lowered his head, taking weight

  off his leg. The vet packed up his machine, then felt the knee and ankle again, probing with his finger between the tendons and the bone. “Keep hosing,” he said, “and tell your

  mother I’ll call in the morning.”




  “It won’t be worth it if I can’t ride him this summer.”




  “Don’t hold your breath.”




  John stuck the horse in his stall without looking at him or speaking to him, and went in to supper. It was open-faced grilled cheese, and mother had forgotten to toast the bottoms again.
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  ELLEN Eisen’s father, who knew nothing of horses, came to Kate the next morning and made an offer for Spanky. Ellen

  was elated and ashamed. “This is him, daddy,” she said, shyly patting the neck that, by herself, she would have embraced. Mr. Eisen cleared his throat repeatedly, embarrassed by

  Ellen’s needs and his own, too formal, “country” clothes. He was about to spend lots of money on a mystery.




  He had met Kate once or twice, and when he was shown into the shabbily elegant living room to talk about finances, he found himself at ease. Kate was brown and frank: Mr. Eisen perceived her

  stiffened arm as reassuring human fallibility and not a sign of the danger he was purchasing for his daughter. How courteous and comradely Kate was, and though he might have mistrusted courtesy and

  camaraderie over a board table, Mr. Eisen believed in Kate. “Just a moment,” she said, smiling brightly. She went to the sliding glass door, opened it, and shouted, “I said that

  Peter was to drive the tractor, and you know better!” Her voice, never shrill, deepened and carried commandingly. Outside, the tractor came to a halt. One boy (Mr. Eisen didn’t know

  them apart) got down and another got into the seat. But Kate was smiling at him, recalling his attention to herself. In a maelstrom of snaffles, dandy brushes, overreaching boots, running

  martingales, and expense, he was glad to give it.




  “Spanky is a lovely horse,” she said. “I trained him myself.” On the whole, Kate did not feel that she cheated these men. The horses she sold were worth but a few hundred

  dollars less than she charged. Certainly they were sound and well trained, and these fathers paid not just for the horses but for the reliability they found in Kate herself and the safety of her

  equestrian theories. You had only to look around the room to note the impeccable taste of her well-bred establishment, where one found the ambiance of Maryland, and no worrisome male stablehands.

  “And Ellen has been doing quite well on him. I wouldn’t be surprised if a few ribbons came her way.” Ellen smiled, as she was expected to, and then regarded the loop of her whip

  very intently. She did not want Spanky for mere ribbons. She wanted him because she loved him. Kate quoted a sum. Her voice was precise and mellifluous, so that there would be no confusion about

  numbers or decimal points. The father repeated the sum, and the daughter, hearing a polite doubtful tone she knew well, and also hearing a figure a good deal larger than the one she had proposed as

  an estimate at the dinner table, sat up in her chair, but was unable to look at her father. More clarification was unnecessary. Here was an expenditure that could not fail to bob to the surface in

  family disagreements. The aftertones of Kate’s voice reverberated perfectly between father and daughter, and Ellen pursed her lips. To persist in her desire now took courage.

  “Well,” said Mr. Eisen, “I suppose we’ve gone too far to turn back, haven’t we, Ellen?”
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