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“What a beautiful book Jana Harris has written about the horses—remarkably individual, lovingly described, and given life by her incandescent prose—that have entered her life! It’s a tender book, often a funny book; sad, heartrending, uplifting, exuberant, and suffused with hope.”


—Joyce Carol Oates


Jana Harris had always dreamed of having a horse farm, and she knew the horse on whom she could build her dreams the moment she saw her on a ranch in the Eastern Mountains of Washington State, where a herd had been corralled to be sold: a beautiful, deep dark red–colored mare standing about sixteen hands, with a white star on her pretty head. Something about the way this mare guarded her handsome foal spoke to Harris. The mare was named True Colors.


When True Colors was delivered to Harris’s ranch three months later, however, she was unrecognizable: head-shy from the infected sores on her face, and lungs damaged by pneumonia, she sensed demons hiding in everything from the scent of fabric softener on clothes to a gate in a fence. This injured, traumatized horse existed between two worlds—wild and domesticated—and belonged to neither.


Remarkably, the other horses fell in love with her on sight. And true to her name, True Colors would never pretend to be something she was not; with her wise, intuitive nature, she would end up changing the lives of everyone she encountered. This is the story of True Colors and how, with her quiet wisdom, she became the heart of the range and farm. There is a famous horseman’s saying: A horse never lies about its pain. But maybe we should also consider: A horse never lies about love.


“A romantic exploration of horse ownership. [A] tense psychological dance between owner and horse, as Harris tried to solve the mystery of healing and training this massive animal. In engrossing detail, Harris describes the physical challenges of horse raising.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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JANA HARRIS—poet, novelist, short story writer, and essayist—teaches creative writing at the University of Washington and is winner of a Washington State Governor’s Writers Award and Andrés Berger Award as well as a Pushcart Prize for poetry in 2001. Editor and founder of Switched-on Gutenberg, one of the first—and one of the longest-lived—online poetry journals, she lives with her husband in the Cascade Mountains, where they raise horses.
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PRAISE FOR HORSES NEVER LIE ABOUT LOVE


“A romantic exploration of horse ownership. [A] tense psychological dance between owner and horse, as Harris tried to solve the mystery of healing and training this massive animal. In engrossing detail, Harris describes the physical challenges of horse raising.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Harris showcases equine empathy through a heartwarming horse tale.”


—Wendy Diamond, huffingtonpost.com


“Jana Harris’s memoir could just as easily have been titled True Colors, in honor of her masterful use of imagery, as well as the horse that helped her achieve her dreams. Harris describes 25 years with True Colors using luminous imagery and characterization in the spirit of James Herriot’s All Creatures Great and Small. Her gift for description finds the perfect subject matter in horses: Horses Never Lie About Love is a compelling tale of dedication, courage, and faith. A testament to how the power and beauty of horses can summon forth the intrinsic goodness in humanity.”


—shelf-awareness.com


“I lost track of all time and space once I opened this incisive, eloquent, sometimes lyrical, sometimes comic book. The story of True Colors and the raising up and training of her foals mesmerized me. Harris’s memoir won my heart.”


—Maxine Kumin, U.S. Poet Laureate, 1981–1982


“I could not put down this engrossing, beautiful book and savored every page. Harris’s writing is so delicious that I could feel the country breeze, smell the hay, and hear the horses nickering. Her characters are so real and colorful that you’ll be captivated immediately. Each animal has a unique personality, likes, and dislikes. This book is a treasure, to be reread over and over again. A lovely, delightful experience.”


—Stacey O’Brien, author of Wesley the Owl


“With lyrical writing and a gift for drawing in the reader from the first sentence, Jana Harris has created a memoir that any equine enthusiast would devour and any reader unfamiliar with horses would find identifiable. The love Harris has for horses is palpable on the page, and every chapter made me fall in love with her memorable horses and their incredible story.”


—Jessica Burkhart, author of the Canterwood Crest series


“Most horse books are practical, but a surprisingly large proportion of the literature focuses on the spiritual relationship between horses and women. Jana Harris’s inspiring memoir about her relationship with True Colors explores the psychological aspect of their bond, but what sets this book apart from the others is that the author also provides an enormous amount of practical information about her education in the art of raising horses. We struggle right alongside her as she copes with serious medical and behavioral issues, and we share her joy in welcoming each new foal. The author has succeeded in making the reader part of her dream, and this is a remarkable accomplishment.”


—Barbara Burn, author of The Horseless Rider and 101 Dressage Tips and coauthor of The Whole Horse Catalog


“I fell in love, page after page, with Jana Harris’s horses and the rough landscape where she raises them, following with her the pain, doubts, and joys of tending them, not unlike what I experienced with the pigs and goats that I once tended.”


—Georgeanne Brennan, author of A Pig in Provence
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True Colors. Mark Bothwell


I’ve always had a hard time making decisions, especially decisions that involve spending money. I waffle, obsessively weighing the pros and cons, and eventually exhaust myself, in the end deciding nothing. But on this particular spring day over two decades ago, at a horse ranch in eastern Washington, I saw and knew exactly what I wanted.


It was May 1986. She was a deep red mare known as a blood bay, standing about sixteen hands—sixty-four inches at the withers, where the neck meets the back. Her arched neck flowed gently into her chest; her pretty head had a white star and a narrow stripe dripping down her face into two black nostrils. Something about the way she guarded her foal, an ebony two-month-old two-hundred-pound colt, spoke to me.


The rest of the Rocking D’s herd of twenty Thoroughbred mares and their foals stood placidly in the intense noon sun. The mares—bays and chestnuts mostly, one gray—raised little puffs of smoke whenever one of them stomped a heart-shaped hoof in the dust. All the foals looked black, though they had a few white hairs like frost around their eyes and furry ears. It was hard to tell; my husband and I couldn’t get closer to them than the corral fence. The mares had just been driven in from the range adjacent to the Rocking D, owned by Duke and Patsy, and weren’t used to being handled; foals are timid by nature. How had these mares survived the hard winters in the rugged Okanogan? They were thin-skinned and fine-boned, their legs as narrow as my forearm.


As I was about to ask Patsy, who was standing next to me, the mares suddenly pricked their ears, all looking in the same direction at once. Behind an eight-foot-high barricade of telephone poles stacked next to a barn with a sagging roof, a gray stallion trumpeted, then furiously plowed the ground with a foreleg. Fine dust engulfed him, a Percheron from champion work-horse bloodlines. The massive crest on his neck foamed with sweat; his thick white tail cascaded to the ground, the ends caked with manure. I couldn’t see his expression because a white forelock covered his face, but his anger was palpable. Again my eye scanned his herd of mares.


“That one,” I said to Patsy, pointing at the blood bay. “How old is she? Could we see her and her baby move around a little?” My words crackled in the clear dry air.


At that moment, the mare and her baby sauntered away from the rest of the herd, where they were all corralled in a barbwire enclosure built below a granite outcropping mottled with sage and tarweed. The foal stopped, dropped his head, then crooked his neck to nurse, taking shelter from the high desert sun in his dam’s shadow. The mare’s tail whisked rhythmically across the foal’s sturdy back, sweeping it of flies. Not a hint of unhappiness in her expression; they were the perfect architecture of mare and foal.


Mark and I had just driven our Honda Civic six hours east from the coast to the Rocking D. Leaving the black-green rain forest and gloomy skies of the Puget Sound, we’d traveled an open-in-fair-weather-only highway over a treacherous mountain pass. Emerging from the countless white peaks that disappeared into a fog of clouds, we plunged around hairpin turns into the desert side of the state, the change in altitude making my ears pop. I squinted in the light from a different sun, a disc the color of the already dry grass it overlooked as it hung in an endless sweep of amethyst sky.


At the eastern foot of the Cascades, we turned north up a narrow valley heading for Duke and Patsy’s ranch, which—according to the directions I held in my hand—was located on land leased from an Indian reservation near the Canadian border. I saw almost no houses and could count the trees, spindly pines, on one hand. The only shadows were cast by angular moonscape rocks jutting out from the benchlands. The air tasted as dry as ash, the visibility so clear I could believe that we were seeing all the way to the Northwest Territory.


I’d found Patsy’s ad for a herd dispersal in a flea-market newspaper: Thoroughbred mares with half-draft foals, sold together or separate. The price: too good to be true—an incentive to drive halfway across the state into the middle of nowhere.


I’d lived and breathed horses as a child and felt lucky when I’d been given one as a teenager. During college and graduate school, and the next decade of being a poet in Berkeley, I’d hardly seen a horse, my lust for them going dormant. Then, when Mark, my research-scientist husband, landed a university position, we found ourselves living in rural New Jersey’s horse country. We were so isolated that if I hadn’t taken up riding again, I don’t know how I would have found even one new friend. Now in our late thirties, we were back in the West with new teaching jobs, two riding horses, and some acreage we’d just purchased. Our new barn and covered riding arena (a costly affair but a necessity in Rainland) left only a tiny budget, if that, for breeding stock, should we decide to breed horses. Did I say decide? It had been my childhood dream. I had to pinch myself to make sure it was actually me living this life: horses, a farm, and now maybe a mare-in-foal with this year’s foal at her side.


As our car approached a smudge of a town, I rechecked the directions that Patsy had given me and looked at the map. We drove past a row of clapboard houses with pole beans growing in the front yards. Neat stacks of cordwood reached to the top of the eaves of cottages on either side of the state highway. Across a swift narrow river, rows of apple trees frothing with white blooms stretched toward bald hills dotted with brown-and-white cattle. We drove slowly past a row of brick two-story storefronts built in the 1920s; a grain elevator rose up to the west.


“When we come to a traffic light, turn right. Drive five miles, then start to look for a gravel road heading north,” I told Mark.


He squirmed in the Civic’s utilitarian bucket seat, his long back fatigued by our journey. “This traffic light?” he asked as he pulled up at a gas station.


“According to Patsy, it’s the only one in the county.”


“What’re the chances of getting a triple espresso macchiato?” he asked, looking out the car window and scratching his high forehead. He yawned, running his long fingers through his pale blond mop.


“With an organic biscotti?” I joked. “I’ll get us a Coke. After we find the gravel road, it’s seven more miles.” Clearly, we were headed to the end of the galaxy.


“Is there some way we could see her trot? And the foal?” I asked Patsy. It was a balmy day the temperature of bathwater; the sun warmed my back.


A short, sturdy woman in her sixties with a lined face the same color as the brown hills, Patsy shaded her gray eyes with her hand, a thin gold band on her ring finger her only adornment. She turned to Duke, who had been standing laconicly behind us, the heel of his cowboy boot dug into the dirt. He was lean, silver-haired, and stood six feet, taller if not for the stoop in his back. Stubble the color of the granite outcroppings shadowed his jaw. Removing the battered cowboy hat from his head, he wiped the sweat band with one hand, then spat in the direction of the wire fence, his marble eyes fused to the flinty dirt near where I stood.


“What’ya say, Duke?” Patsy’s tone was motherly. “We could move the mares down to the creek pasture for a graze so Jinny—is that what you said your name was?—can see ’em run around. Those other buyers’ll be here soon—want a horse for their little granddaughter. Probably they’ll ask the same.”


Duke pursed his lips into a line so thin it looked as if his mouth were a gash in his face. He nodded. “Yeah.” He smiled. “Let’s give ’em elbow room.”


As he strode off to open the wire gate, I studied the letters of his name tooled into the back of his leather belt. When we’d first arrived, coming to the end of the gravel road and Duke and Patsy’s bunkerlike cinder-block house with a bearskin stretched across one side of it, I’d tried not to stare at Duke’s huge belt buckle, with its territorial-era silver nugget set in the center. It made me feel as if we’d driven to a different century. After I’d pried my gaze away from the shiny buckle, I’d taken in the panoramic view from the Rocking D’s ranch house, perched on a treeless bluff above an unpainted two-story barn, a stallion pen, and one corral. Below stretched the Valley at the Top of the World, its shoestring river fed by spring coulees and creeks rushing down from the white pinnacles that fenced the valley on the west. Before Washington became a state, this part of the country was known as the Chief Moses Reserve.


As Duke opened the gate, the mares crowded together, eager to get away from the barn and into the open space. When they hurriedly moved away en masse, the stallion bugled after them, then threw himself against his telephone-pole barricade. The stockade shuddered; the mares broke into a trot. Plunging down the loose dirt of an incline, some began to canter as they fanned out, stopping at the edge of an almost dried-up freshet. They dropped their noses to the ground and began looking for grass. Some of the foals were huge, already the size of yearlings. A few had begun to turn from black to steel gray. The largest one limped. I searched for my mare and found her guarding her timid colt—in equine parlance, a young unneutered male horse is called a colt, a female horse under age five, a filly.


“What’s her name?” I asked Patsy. She and Mark and I had followed the herd into the open space, pausing to watch them graze.


“That’s True Colors. When we go back to the house, I’ll show you her papers.”


As I walked toward the mare, she nuzzled her foal, and both quickly moved away. I took baby steps. I stopped, dropped my eyes, looked away. I walked backward toward her. Finally, I got close, but not quite near enough to touch her. I tried to memorize what she looked like: Her only white leg marking was on her left hind, a French anklet with two onyx dots just above the hoof. When I crouched down, she turned her head away, studying me out of her peripheral vision. Her eyes were wide and gingerbread brown. As she regarded me, there was something about the way her eyes softened, the way their warm color feathered into the pink of the sclera where the upper and lower lid met—the color of a desert sunset.


“What a handsome baby you have.” I spoke in a low, singsongy voice.


Her foal had a perfect white star in the center of his forehead and reminded me of a breed of horse called an Irish hunter owned by several of my neighbors in New Jersey. True Colors sighed, then dropped her head and searched for grass. The colt eyed me with a combination of curiosity and alarm. I stared again at the mare’s white hind ankle, noticing an old scar that made an S from the bulb of her heel up to her fetlock joint. She had no other blemishes.


The blood bay chewed a nub of grass, turned back, and considered me. She glanced at her baby, then again at me. I tried to read her expression. Doleful? “What are you trying to tell me?” I asked, inching my foot closer to her.


Duke shouted something from up near the barn, where he’d remained. Patsy stood about fifty feet away, talking to Mark. She called to me, “Duke says, ‘Want ’em to move around a little?’”


“Sure,” I said, but regretted it the next instant when I saw Duke lift a rifle and fire it into the air. The echo cracked back at us again and again.


All of the mares and foals bolted as if shocked with electric prods, some getting separated and then calling to each other hysterically. Up at the barn, behind Duke, the stockade shook as the white wave of the stallion’s mane rose and fell above the top of the barricade. After a long few minutes, the herd sorted itself out as the dust they’d kicked up settled into the marsh. No horse seemed to have injured itself. What I had seen of True Colors’s trot and canter looked acceptable for dressage, the riding discipline I followed. Some of the mares began to mill around each other, anticipating a second blast. Another mare caught my eye: a black bay that resembled “my” mare, but not as refined. The black bay’s belly looked as if she had swallowed a Volkswagen. I pointed to her.


“Ain’t foaled yet,” said Patsy. “True Colors’s sister,” she added.


The dark bay may have taken an off stride or two when she spooked from the rifle shot. The gray mare with the refined Arab head had a chink in her back; she’d either cantered or walked but couldn’t trot. Walking toward the black bay, I noted that she wasn’t as tall as True Colors, maybe slightly over fifteen hands—one hand equals four inches. This mare watched me from the corner of her eye as she grazed, and I had no trouble walking up to her. Maybe not even fifteen hands, sixteen hands being the magic height of a dressage horse. But friendly. When I reached out and touched her shoulder, she flinched only slightly, as she would from a fly, then stepped away from me. Gentle, yes, but common-looking. And maybe lame.


After a few minutes, when no shot rang out, the more nervous mares stopped milling, and the herd calmed. The foals took a tug on an udder, then imitated their mothers, searching for new blades of spring grass. Some were so young that their necks weren’t long enough to reach the ground, and they pawed the creekbed in frustration. My mare positioned herself and her foal at the edge of the swarm, the same way she’d stood at the edge of the knot of mares when they’d been corralled up near the barn.


“I want that one,” I whispered to Mark as we followed Patsy back to the house.


He smiled approvingly. “She’s the best-looking. Skittish, though.” Our eyes met. I could tell that Mark was as stunned as I was by the otherworldliness of this place.


Inside, Patsy pulled out mismatched chairs from a table—planks laid across two sawhorses and covered with a yellow vinyl cloth—that took up most of the kitchen in their two-room house. Mark, Patsy, and I sat down near the metal utility sink. Duke sat at the other end of the table near the trash burner, where there was only one chair. “Needs his elbow room,” Patsy said, dropping her voice. Even though the stove wasn’t lit, I could smell woodsmoke eking out of the knotty pine walls.


“Oreo?” she asked, placing a chipped blue willow saucer of three cookies at our end of the table. She put on her reading glasses and fumbled with the accordion folds of a large manila file. “True Colors’s papers,” she said.


Duke jabbed a filterless cigarette between his lips but didn’t light it. I studied the horse’s pedigree: Round Table was her dam’s grandsire—one of the biggest stakes winners in history. She had very decent bloodlines.


Patsy turned to Mark. “Don’t ya got nothin’ to say?” she asked. “You ain’t said more than two words since you got here. Don’t let us hens dominate the conversation.” She had a high, nervous laugh. “Coffee?” she asked, jumping up and lighting one of the burners of a black restaurant-size stove. “Don’t I got a lotta pep for an old broad?”


Mark’s back straightened, and his eyes lit up. “I’d love some,” he said.


Patsy unscrewed a jar of instant Nescafé with a strong meaty hand, and pushed the saucer of Oreos in front of Mark. I continued to study True Colors’s papers, turning them over to look at the description of the mare’s white markings: face, left hind, one cowlick on her neck.


“She’s eight years old,” I commented. “How long have you owned her?”


“Condensed milk?” Patsy asked Mark. The coffee tasted strong and bitter. Duke lipped his unlit cigarette. A white cafeteria mug of hot water steamed in front of him.


“Bought a load of Thoroughbred mares from an outfit in Yakima. Three-, five-, ’n’ seven-year-olds,” Duke said distractedly.


Patsy jumped in. “Some was in foal, some we thought we’d race at the Playfair track in Spokane.”


“So she’s been broken to ride… for the racetrack?” I asked.


Patsy didn’t answer. “She was in foal,” she said after taking several sips of coffee.


“How’d she get that scar on her hind leg?” I asked.


Duke’s marble eyes widened, and he was suddenly animated. “Jumped outta the truck when she got here,” he said excitedly. He took the unlit cigarette from his mouth and made arcing motions with his arm, tracing the mare’s trajectory, his hand almost hitting the black stovepipe of the wood-burning furnace. “We’d just put down the loadin’ ramp. I opened the tailgate and the first mare—they was packed tight—”


“Less likely to get hurt that way,” put in Patsy.


“Just as the filly closest to the loadin’ ramp started to walk down it, some harebrained mare panicked… True Colors lit over the side, snagged her leg on something, I guess.”


I took a hard swallow of coffee. “Did the vet have to take many stitches?” I asked.


“Couldn’t catch her,” said Patsy, adjusting the collar of her faded pink flowered cowboy shirt. Pearlized snaps ran down the front of it. She pulled the top snap open. “So we let her range. It’s what we did with all the mares when our racin’ program fell through. Here’s a picture of her first foal.” To Mark, she passed a photograph of a sturdy chestnut as bright as a copper teakettle. “That there one she’s got on her now is her second foal. It was a coupla years after we got the racing mares that we bought our draft-horse stud, Knight of Knights. Your mare had both them foals on the range.”


“You seen our stallion down there in the bullpen?” Duke asked Mark.


Mark nodded. No one could forget the one-ton gray pawing the ground and throwing himself against the stockade wall.


“Don’t worry.” Duke chuckled. “He can’t get outta there.” His small eyes glistened under the heavy overhang of his brow. “Percherons are natural jumpers,” he added wryly.


“You the people lookin’ for a jumper?” Patsy asked.


“Dressage,” said Mark. “Kind of like ballet on horseback.”


“Oh, so you can talk.” Patsy laughed. “You ride, too?”


“A little,” said Mark. “Still learning.”


“What about your kids? They ride?” Patsy wanted to know. “I had high hopes of my kids cottoning to ranch work…” Her voice trailed off.


“No kids,” said Mark.


Patsy looked stricken. “You newlyweds? How long you been married?”


Mark didn’t reply.


“Almost nine years,” I said after a silence. I braced myself.


Patsy’s mouth puckered as if she’d bitten into a sour apple. “Poor Mark.” She spat out the words one at a time with a breath in between. She looked at me judgmentally but added, “Well, I don’t blame a body these days for not wanting to adopt.”


Mark raised his shaggy Harpo Marx eyebrows. I felt a long way from my world.


“I think I’d like to buy True Colors and her foal,” I said. “But I want a vet to check and make sure she’s in foal for next year.”


Patsy smiled while biting her lip. I wondered why.


A stunning Thoroughbred mare that could foal on her own without complications and raise her baby on the range, showing it where to step, and how not to put its hoof in a hole—what a piece of luck.


“Vets around here are pretty busy vaccinating cows right now,” Duke drawled.


“She ran with the stallion until two weeks ago, and I ain’t seen no sign of her cycling,” Patsy added. “I’m sure he caught her on her foal heat.”


“What do you do in an emergency?” I asked.


Patsy looked at Duke and shrugged. “Turn ’em back to God,” she said.


Nobody spoke. I took an Oreo from the plate and bit into it.


“We’ll keep a close eye on her,” Patsy offered. “She shows any signs, we’ll put her back with him.”


I scraped the white sugary filling off the cookie with my teeth. A Thoroughbred mare that could pasture-breed was hard to come by. Thoroughbreds were bred to do one thing: run fast at an immature age. Most of the sense had been bred out of them. Their hooves were notoriously shelly, their long-term stamina questionable. But this mare seemed to defy those odds. Her feet had good-quality black horn, not a crack or a chip, though the ground was hard and rocky. When I’d seen her move around in the dry creek pasture, she’d trotted sound, no evidence of stone bruises. Given her unprotected, almost feral life, I was surprised that True Colors had only one scar. Still, her distrust of people was a consideration.


“Here’s that other mare’s papers,” said Patsy. “True Colors’s sister.”


I glanced at the Jockey Club insignia. “This mare’s twelve,” I said. I didn’t want a mare older then ten. All the same, I looked over the documentation carefully.


“More coffee?” Patsy asked Mark. He shook his head. Duke banged his mug on the table. Patsy jumped up and poured him seconds of hot water.


“When’s she due to foal?” I asked.


“True Colors’s sister? Next couple of weeks. She’s got a bag on her but no wax; you know, the clear stuff that comes out of her nipples before her milk starts to flow. ’Course, a mare can foal without giving any signs.”


The crunching noise of tires rolling over gravel wafted through the kitchen window. I looked outside as a battered white pickup with an oversize camper lumbered up the road toward the house. When the driver braked, the camper lurched dangerously from side to side. A long trail of dust and exhaust slowly drifted toward the stallion pen.


“Them’s the buyers from Wenatchee I was telling you about,” said Patsy, quickly shelving the Oreos.


The young girl, Ronella, passed her pink plastic horse to her grandmother and then began to make rapid jerking motions with her arms. “Horsey, horsey,” she called in the direction of the Rocking D herd. She pummeled the air. Ronella wore pink cowboy boots, pink shorts, and a pink-striped T-shirt that didn’t quite cover her poochy stomach.


Mark and I and the new buyers followed Patsy down to the creek for another look at the mares and foals. Duke lagged behind.


“She’s almost seven, but she’s still got a touch of the terrible twos,” said Ronella’s grandmother, a rosy-faced woman with sausage arms. She wore a ruffled Hawaiian-print shirt that billowed over the waist of her size-double-X jeans. Gammy had tiny feet and shuffled along in a pair of white tennis shoes, taking baby steps.


“We had to park her in the camper when we stopped at the casino,” Ronella’s grandfather told Patsy, his voice put upon. Butch wore regulation Wrangler jeans that looked as if they’d been washed and dried to his coat-hanger shape. His tooled-leather belt had a dinner-plate-sized silver belt buckle, and his Western shirt was made out of the same Hawaiian print as Gammy’s blouse.


“She never naps long enough,” said Gammy. “Thank Jesus for NyQuil cocktails.”


“Jinny here says she’s buyin’ that mare and foal,” Patsy said, pointing to True Colors and her baby. I smiled. Already I was proud of my pretty girl. Butch gazed politely at True Colors. Gammy clicked her tongue.


“Which horsey would you like?” Patsy asked Ronella.


I scanned the herd for the small dark bay, True Colors’s sister. She dozed in the sun, her ears lolling. Her head was long but not unattractive. And no chrome—not one white marking on her.


Ronella pointed to True Colors’s foal. “Mine,” she said.


“No, ’Nella,” said Gammy. “That one belongs to this lady here.”


Ronella’s face broke into a thousand pieces. “Mine!” she wailed, beating her fists against her grandmother. “Mine, mine, mine.”


The herd looked uneasy. Most of the mares stopped eating, jerking their heads in our direction. True Colors pushed her baby to the other side of the herd. As my foal lowered his head and crooked his neck to nurse, True Colors gazed anxiously back at us, her head over the foal’s back as if to shield him. Her ears were shaped like gilded lilies. Her perfect conformation and her white anklet with the two onyx jewels reminded me of the horse in an eighteenth-century painting at the British National Gallery: Bay Horse and White Dog by George Stubbs. Only the background was different. Instead of the English countryside, here there was a desert landscape: one cottonwood beside a bend in the creek.


I called to her, “Don’t be afraid, Mom. We won’t hurt you.”


Ronella dropped to the ground, kicking and beating the scant grass. “Mine!” she screamed inconsolably. Her face reddened; tiny pebbles stuck to her wet mouth and pointy little chin.


“Let’s find you another pony, sister.” Butch yanked her to her feet by one arm.


“Don’t forget about Trigger.” Gammy waved the plastic horse.


“That one,” said Ronella. Butch held her to his chest as they strode off after the largest foal in the herd, a steely gray colt that limped badly on one hind leg. Mark, Patsy, Duke, Gammy, and I watched as the pair was able to walk up alongside of him.


“How big will he git?” Gammy asked Patsy.


“Well, there’s his daddy up there.” Patsy pointed up the incline to the stockade next to the barn. “Could get as tall as Knight, but more refined, like these mares here.”


“Why’s he limping?” I asked.


“Sore foot,” answered Patsy without hesitation. “The young ones got soft hooves. Stones, thorns—maybe he caught it in a groundhog hole. He’ll come right.”


I wondered how she could possibly know.


“And when could she ride him?” asked Gammy.


Mark and I exchanged glances. Did Ronella even know how to ride?


“Probably by the time he’s three,” said Patsy. “These crosses grow till they’re five but have most of their height by the time they’re three. If I was to guess, I’d say he’d grow to be sixteen, seventeen hands. Big, yes, but they got good temperaments, most of ’em. And ya know how horses love children.”


Mark and I read each other’s thoughts. Tiny child with possible developmental problems, paired with a giant unschooled horse. What could her grandparents be thinking?


Butch had gotten close enough to pet the large gray colt.


“Oh, don’t that man have a way with broncs,” piped Gammy. She shook her head in praise and adoration and wonder.


Patsy agreed. “Jinny here couldn’t get closer than a few feet to the ones she’s buying,” she said, motioning to me.


As Butch tried to lift Ronella onto the two-month-old colt’s back, Ronella shrieked joyously. I opened my mouth to object but held my breath and grabbed hold of Mark’s arm. The foal’s fear overruled his pain, and he leaped sideways, alerting the mares. The entire herd bolted, followed by a tremendous pounding of hooves. Flying dirt and creek stones hailed down around us. The herd moved off, funneling into the creekbed and then running along it like a road. In seconds they’d galloped up the freshet into a canyon and out of sight.


I took a long breath as my heart slammed repeatedly into my chest.


“Horsey, horsey, come back,” Ronella cried, and her fists pummeled the air.


“It’s okay, ’Nella,” called Gammy. “Don’t cry, cookie. Grampy’ll give you a piggyback. Butch, put ’Nella up on your shoulders. That’ll stop her crying.”


Patsy, Gammy, Mark, and I walked back to the house. Ronella, her grandfather, and Duke started to hike up the canyon, where the herd had corralled itself in a blind coulee at the foot of a perpendicular granite ridge.


“I hope my new horse and her foal didn’t get hurt.” Though I tried to conceal my extreme annoyance, I wanted Patsy to know I felt rattled. Appalled, actually. I could tell by the way Mark grabbed my hand that he also felt shaken, as if we’d just witnessed an almost fatal car accident.


“You’re a nervous one,” Patsy told me, but not unkindly. “Got yourself a city girl, don’t ya?” She winked at Mark.


Up at the house, Gammy excused herself and headed for her camper to take a nap. “Been a while since I had kids underfoot.” She pressed her index fingers to her temples.


Inside the ranch house, I wrote Patsy a check for a mare in foal and a two-month-old colt. “So,” I said, “no way to get True Colors pregchecked?” I was buying a mare in foal and wanted to make sure that was the state she was in. There was no way I could bring her all the way back here to be rebred. Besides, Duke and Patsy were selling out, moving to town—the one with the only traffic light in the county—because, Patsy said, “winter’s gettin’ to be too hard at the ranch.” And because of Duke’s heart condition. “Had it since he was a child,” she added, “but startin’ to affect his circulation.”


“I’ll watch her for signs of coming in heat,” assured Patsy. As if on cue, the stallion bugled, then kicked the barricade. His white mane was so thick that it parted in the middle, falling on both sides of his neck. Even without grooming, his gray dapples gleamed in the relentless sun. He had no shade and, as near as I could tell, no water.


“Price of purchase includes delivery,” Patsy went on.


“Middle of August would be best for us,” Mark replied. I could see him mentally calculating all the work he had to do. We’d contracted to build the shell of a ten-stall barn and arena. It fell to Mark to finish the interior: build the stalls, hay loft, feed room, tack room, and grooming stall. We had two pastures for our two riding horses, but now we’d need to build paddocks. Suddenly, it felt as if we were in over our heads.


“Sure you don’t wanna buy True Colors’s sister, too?” Patsy asked. She handed me True Colors’s registration papers and a bill of sale. “Then your foal would have a friend to grow up with,” she added. “Easier for ’em that way.”


It wasn’t too late to change my mind. I could buy the other mare instead; she was older than what I wanted and not anywhere near as elegant and maybe lame (what Thoroughbred wouldn’t be sore running barefoot on such rocky soil?), but she was more tolerant of humans. We were going to sell the foal next spring and use the money to buy hay. I exchanged looks with Mark. His eyes appeared silver in the indoor light.


I took a deep breath and let out a long, slow exhale. “If the other mare has a healthy filly,” I said, “I’ll buy the baby.”


“Deal,” said Patsy, immediately registering my check in her black account book. “Three horses delivered to your farm in August. A mare and two weaned babies.”


Done, I thought. I suddenly knew that no matter what happened, there was one thing that I would never regret: saving this exquisite mare from whatever fate fell to her if I walked away without her.


At the time, I had no idea how difficult it could be to wean a foal, so I didn’t thank Patsy for all her efforts in what I saw as purely a business venture. I probably should have. Though I’d ridden green horses and rogue horses, I’d never raised a foal. I’d never broken a young horse. I’d never foaled out a mare. I’d never euthanized a horse. I had no idea that breaking an older horse was different from breaking a youngster. I’ve often wondered: What if, at this moment, I’d been able to look down the long road that awaited True Colors, her foal, and me and taken back my check, forgotten that mare, her foal, and the little unborn one? What if I’d gotten into my car and on the road to home and never looked back? What would my life have been like?


Mark navigated our car south along the miles-long undulating gravel drive. The setting sun stained the sky the rust-red of Japanese maples. The color reminded me of the corner of True Colors’s downcast eye as she had turned her head to her foal and then glanced back at me, her expression softening, entreating me not to harm her baby. Without ever touching her, I knew that this was a mare with a good heart.


As we drove, the country felt vast and treeless and empty: a narrow river valley cross-cut by darkening coulees and striated benchland. How had those horses survived on their own in this desolate range? The shadows lengthened. Neither of us spoke. Only a few hours ago, we’d been dabblers, equestrian enthusiasts who owned two pleasure horses. Now we owned five, possibly six—three or four more horses for the price of one, an instant farm family. All we had to do was wait.


Mark flipped on the car’s headlights. “What are you thinking about?” I asked.


“About making hay from the grass in the back pasture of our new property,” he said. He wondered how much used balers cost, and mowers, and manure spreaders.


As our car begin to climb the steep grade up the eastern side of the Cascades, heading back to the Puget Sound, I closed my eyes and dozed, thinking of my new broodmare. Little did I dream that I would own this horse for a generation, well into the next century, and invest more of myself in her than any other horse: this feral mare, the soon-to-be cornerstone of my farm and life; this albatross, this anchor—this grand passion.





TWO



Four months later, it was August, and an accusatory voice blared inside my head: What have you done? Who did I think I was, buying all these horses?


“We could use a wheelbarrow of shavings in both these shelters,” I told Mark as we frantically tried to ready our farm for the arrival of two foals and a broodmare with a foal due next spring. Even when I was talking to my husband, What have you done? continued to reverberate. I called her Joan Crawford, that critical left-brain voice that rang through my thoughts. For the last month Joan had been screaming more than usual.


The two foals, True Colors’s handsome steel-gray colt and the colt’s half sister from True Colors’s sister–a four-month-old filly that I’d never seen in the flesh—would arrive tomorrow after a long trailer ride over the mountains. True Colors would be delivered in a couple of weeks. Too difficult, Patsy told me, to bring the mare along with her just-weaned baby; Patsy would deliver the mom on her next trip west. Even though I was disappointed not to have my pretty girl, I also felt relieved. Two youngsters would be a handful, and they’d be here in under twenty-four hours. I was frenzied and worried. I’d never bought a horse sight unseen; what if I didn’t like the second foal?


A week after she was born in May, Patsy had sent us a snapshot of Filly, a dark bay, like her mother. Filly had a dish face and looked more compact than my memory of True Colors’s colt. I pinned the Polaroid on the refrigerator door in the kitchen.


Mark and I had already made two important decisions about the weanlings: what their formal names would be and where to keep them. Names for foals on our farm would start with an A and go down the alphabet. The colt would be named Abercrombie and the filly, beDazzled. We’d keep them where our riding horses lived before the barn was built: In a grassy paddock next to a fallen-down garden shed in back of the kitchen, there was a turnout shelter partitioned into two stalls. They’d be near the house, where we could keep an eye on them. A week ago we’d moved the two 16.2-hand geldings, Willie and Alazan, to their stalls in the giant new structure, and we were now busying ourselves preparing the foal pen.


I inspected the wooden fence of the paddock, making sure that all boards were tight. In the corner of each of the shelter’s stalls sat a fifty-pound block of brick-colored mineralized salt. Earlier, Mark had clipped blue plastic five-gallon water buckets to the walls, hung high enough so that a foal couldn’t get a hoof in it, and low enough so that the foal could reach it for a drink.


As we bedded the stalls, spreading fir shavings into the corners, I imagined a foal placidly eating hay in each box. Mark leaned on his rake as if it were a staff. We inhaled the comforting smell of wood flesh while studying the view out the shelter’s door: The back pasture rolled down to a hedge of cedars that marked our boundary, then slanted toward the river a mile and a half away. Across the Skyqualamie’s frothy rapids, the black evergreen spikes atop Haystack Ridge rose into an iceberg-blue sky.


Our farm consists of twenty-plus acres of south-facing slope in the foothills of the Cascades, an hour’s drive northeast of Seattle. Long before we bought this property, it was a raspberry farm; before that, cornfields; and before that, giant old-growth cedar trees, none of which remains. The people who sold us the farm had abandoned the raspberry canes and run cattle. Only a month ago our new barn was a shell without power, the former cow pasture infested with blackberry briars, the house a sprawling “ranch” painted yellow and brown, flaking to aqua, the gaudy script letters of the former owner’s initials bolted to the chimney. After endless farm hunting—nice house, rocky soil; charming cottage, boggy acreage—we settled here in the unincorporated fringes of a logging village because of the high ground and the fact that the charmless house built on a concrete slab wasn’t going to fall down. Now the blackberries had been cleared and the front pasture along the road enclosed by a white fence, but the house was still an eyesore. Every time I thought of my new digs, Joan Crawford ridiculed: I can’t believe you live in that unsightly place.


But our new land felt magical: well-drained pasture, a pond with a bridge to a tiny island surrounded by cattails, an elderly quince and apple orchard planted by the original homesteaders, and a painterly view. The sun and moon rose between a glaciated V in the mountain pass, always with intense slashes of color—goldenrod, watermelon, smoky lavender. As we signed the land sales agreement, we put aside the rumblings we’d heard about life in the northern foothills—forest fires started by lightning and trees downed by a relentless wind that blew October to March. We’d purchased the farm in the damp of spring; now, in late summer, the long days were sunbaked, the heavens unobstructed. At night, aquamarine cat scratches of the aurora borealis crawled out from the pencil-point tips of a state forest a few miles to our north. Best of all, the farm had a deep well with a powerful thrust of good-tasting water.


“Everything in order?” Mark asked. “What else do we need?”


After thinking about it for a minute, I decided that the foals could use a trough in their paddock. “Something they can’t hurt themselves on,” I said.


Baby horses are like three-hundred-pound toddlers eager to inspect everything. The bottom board of the fence had to be within six inches from the ground, so that a foal couldn’t roll under it and get trapped or escape altogether. Foal pens have to be foal-proofed, just as houses have to be baby- or puppy-proofed. I have often wondered how horses ever existed in the wild. Of course, in the wild, they weren’t fenced.


“What if we use a plastic muck bucket for a trough?” Mark suggested. His brow furrowed into his wavy blond hair, which I’d trimmed with my sewing scissors the evening before. Pulling a red bandanna from the back pocket of his jeans, he wiped sweat beads and wood dust from his temples, then continued smoothing the shavings over the dirt floor of the stall, the tines of his rake turned up.


A muck bucket for collecting manure could hold twenty-five gallons of water, and if a foal tried to step in it, he wouldn’t get hurt. “Good idea,” I agreed. My anxiety subsided an inch.


It was late afternoon. “What to do about dinner?” I asked, thinking out loud. Glancing at the back of the house, I studied the rectangular kitchen window, which a bird had smacked into that morning just as we’d sat down to coffee. I never knew what to do with damaged wild creatures. It seemed heartless to let them die, so I’d run outside into the shrubbery—a maze of azaleas and rhododendrons—to find the bird. Below the window, a young starling lay on its side stunned and panting, its off-black feathers glistening as if they’d been dipped in wax. After locating a dish towel amid our maze of packing boxes, I’d carefully picked up the bird and moved it a few feet into the rhododendron thicket, where it had shade and protection from the cats the former owners had left behind.


Now standing in the foal pen and staring at the smudge the bird had left on the kitchen window, I chided myself for forgetting to check on the starling at lunchtime. My eye followed the line of windows to the west, where a wing of bedrooms made a T with the kitchen. East of the kitchen, above the garage, an upstairs deck jutted out in front of the huge plate-glass windows of what the former owners—the cattle people—had called the Kegger Room, which they had built for their teenage children to drink in and we’d made into our sleeping quarters. While it was clear what we had to do to get ready for our new livestock, we had no idea how to make our house aesthetically pleasing. Incomprehensibly, the house had been built with no view of the mountains. To compensate, we’d had the barn and covered arena built with an unobstructed panorama of the sunrise and southern heavens: breathtaking, when we had the time or energy to stop and enjoy it.


I glanced at my watch: six P.M. The foals would arrive in eighteen hours.


Mark and I have opposite methods of attacking a major project. I take on a large task piecemeal, laboring slowly. Mark works maniacally straight through, pausing only toward the end to survey whatever Colossus of Rhodes he’s been making. Looking back at his vast accomplishment, he says, is what gives him the adrenaline rush to finish the job. That’s how he hand-dug the trench for the power and water lines from the house, under the gravel driveway, to the barn, a distance of a football field in length. We’d searched the telephone book for someone with a backhoe to dig the ditch. Caterpillars, road graders, and other unnamable earthmoving machinery adorned the neighbors’ front yards. Despite many bookings, no backhoe with operator arrived.


The trench was only one of our farm projects. Now that we’d have five horses, our barn cried not just for stalls but for a hay loft, a grain room, somewhere to keep our saddles and tack other than on the floor of our living room. As if the barn weren’t large enough, we needed an addition: a covered bin to store wood shavings for bedding. And with more horses, we needed three or four more paddocks. Luckily, we’d been able to purchase an old Mitsubishi tractor with an augur attachment for drilling postholes. Lumber proved to be an inexpensive commodity in logging country; Mark found a gyppo sawmill near the river. Over and over we had loaded the bed of our navy GMC pickup with twelve-foot-long fir boards, finally hauling home enough rough-cut lumber to build eight stalls with a hay loft. Mark tore down the roofless garden shed and used the old-growth cedar siding to wall in the barn’s tack and feed rooms.


After commandeering a muck bucket from the riding horses, I secured it in the corner of the foal pen. When Mark connected the hose to the faucet at the back of the house, preparing to fill the new trough, I grabbed the nozzle and took a long drink, then turned the hose on Mark’s shirtless sunburned back. He jumped, grimacing as if he’d just bitten into a quince from one of the gnarly trees in our orchard.


“Sorry.” I giggled. “Couldn’t help it. You looked so hot, and this water tastes so sweet”—no chlorine or metallic tingle, cold, with a deep earthy aroma.


Hand in hand, we trudged to the house to make something for dinner. Complete darkness didn’t come until almost ten; we had hours to ready our farm for the foals in case we remembered something else that needed to be done. Pushing open the rickety back door to the mudroom, we pulled off our work boots and went into the kitchen. I won’t say that we didn’t cringe at the black-and-orange fleur-de-lis wallpaper and matching linoleum, but we were so exhausted that they no longer seemed to matter.


Our first attempt to give our home charm had been to call our property High & Dry Farm, a name with more than the intended meaning. As a teenager, I had lived with my family in a house built over a perpetually flooding river; I’d learned the hard way to pay attention to rising water and the proximity of a house to a floodplain. While Mark and I felt smug at being out of harm’s way of the swiftly flowing Skyqualamie, now—finding ourselves the sudden owners of five horses—we feared becoming financially high and dry. What we didn’t know then was that the state highway running through the town we lived near—one of only two year-round east-west conduits—was built in an old riverbed and without a dike. When the road to our farm on the high and dry hill later closed due to high water, there wasn’t much we could do about it.


Though Joan Crawford yelled that I shouldn’t make my husband cook after he’d done a long day’s labor, I let Mark make most of the dinner. He was a gourmet; I was still working on the perfect hard-boiled egg. As a scientist, Mark was familiar with measurements and chemical reactions, so his cooking and baking took on an air of professionalism. No recipe stymied him; he could read cookbooks in three languages. For me, even Fanny Farmer was as foreign as Greek. Neither of us had had time to go grocery shopping, so tonight’s meal would challenge Mark’s culinary talents: dry staples, a few canned goods, and whatever we could forage. An abundance of pig weed—also known as lamb’s quarters—grew where the cattle-loading chute had once been; some of the windfall apples from our old trees tasted almost ripe; and what was left of the jungle of blackberries yielded a sea of purple fruit.


After a dinner of lamb’s quarters soup, apples sautéed with sausages, and blackberry cobbler, we stared out the window into the advancing dusk. Our house looked better inside if we didn’t turn on the lights, so we lit a citronella candle borrowed from our camping gear. The low ceilings had been lowered even further by the cattle people, and the eaves outside the window allowed little light into the kitchen. Even though we’d made over two previous houses, one a redwood Victorian near a navy base in the Bay Area, and the other on the East Coast, a house built of chestnut just before the Civil War, we had no idea what to do with all this particleboard and plywood. Following Mark’s gaze out the window into what we called the kitchen garden, I remembered the baby bird. After I cleaned up these dishes, I’d be sure to check on the little mite.


“Those eaves out there,” Mark commented, “were designed for a house in Los Angeles. If I cut them back, more light will shine in.”


“Great idea!” I cheered. “I’m overjoyed that renovations will begin with the exterior. That way I won’t exhibit any ‘symptoms.’”


We laughed at what I referred to as my mental disorder, my anxiety about house construction. As a child—before I’d lived in the house on the river that flooded—I had lived in the garage of a house that was never completely built. It had been so miserable and demeaning that, even as an adult, I felt a barely controllable hysteria at Sheetrocking and the nailing of the studs and boards of a new wall. Joan Crawford didn’t help matters. As I carried our dinner dishes to the sink, she screamed: You’ll never get this place fixed up if you spend all your time and money on livestock.


“Enough,” I said, feeling a sudden need to visit my horses. Mark got up to join me.


It was a relief to go down to the barn, escaping the new house and the blighted memories it conjured. Hearing our footsteps on the gravel drive, the horses called to us; first deep-throated Willie, then the higher-pitched Alazan. I knew the neigh of each. Tonight theirs were happy voices, both overjoyed that we’d come down to their little village. We were their people, and our intentions might include the dispensing of treats. Horses aren’t the brightest creatures—nowhere near as intelligent as dogs—but they’re highly intuitive. The first thing our boys did was to read our body language, hoping to discover the reason for our visit. Their expressions asked: Mealtime?


The two huge sliding barn doors were open for ventilation and the view. Willie and Alazan stood side by side in separate stalls, a ten-foot-high plank wall separating one’s copper shoulder from the other’s blood-bay shoulder. I threw them each a flake of timothy grass hay—a flake is a section of a bale much like a slice of bread is a part of a loaf—and then checked to see if their water buckets needed filling while Mark picked the droppings out of their bedding with a manure fork.


Willie, my horse, was a stoic bay eight-year-old Thoroughbred crossed with a draft horse, similar to the breeding of the foals we’d just purchased. Alazan was a more animated seven-year-old chestnut Thoroughbred off the racetrack, probably a distant Jockey Club cousin to my new broodmare, True Colors.


“What’ll they think of the weanlings?” Mark mused.


I shrugged. “Remember in New Jersey when I took Willie to a dressage show?”


At the competition held at a neighbor’s farm, Willie had encountered new horses, none of them causing him to do more than prick his ears as we warmed up in the designated area. As I cued him into a canter, an Appaloosa trotted past us. I don’t think Willie had ever seen a spotted horse; he froze in his tracks, the drum of his heart beating into my seat bones and vibrating up my spine. His attention riveted, his eyes widening so that the white sclera blazed out from his head. His posture asked: Friend or foe? I’ll never forget it. The encounter felt primal: If Willie had decided to flee, I would have been powerless to stop him. I felt on the edge of panic myself, and it took all my strength to rein his head back in front of his chest and resume our warm-up. The first time Alazan saw a pony—a salt-and-pepper-colored Shetland—he tore to the far end of his paddock at a gallop, ripping off a shoe in the process.


The arrival of two foals was sure to undo these normally placid fellows. Horses are creatures of habit; newcomers to the herd spell disruption to the order of the universe.
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Willie eating summer grass in his new paddock. Mark Bothwell


I opened the five-foot-high stall door and bolted it behind me. Standing next to Willie as he bent his long neck to munch hay from the floor, I felt the heat radiating from his massive shoulder. He had pronounced withers that were higher than my head and shaped like Haystack Ridge. Slowly, I began rubbing the large bulging muscle at the top of his foreleg, then traced his elbow with my finger, scratching under his belly near his heart and along his ribs. His summer coat had a silken feel. I brushed him daily, and he gave off a clean-animal smell. Willie had steel-shod hooves and weighed about ten times what I did. Something about the rhythmic grinding of his teeth and the gurgling noises that came from his gut felt reassuring. Every now and then he would stop eating, bend his neck into the direction of my scratching, and sigh a peaceful sigh. Outside Willie’s stall, Mark began to rake the gravel that paved the barn’s center aisle. As Willie leaned into my scratching, I wondered at the partnership between equines and humans—female humans in particular.


When I was an adolescent, having a horse in my life meant I had a friend who was always happy to see me, a warm, large body that I could stand next to and feel protected by, one I could be intimate with, combing his mane like a doll’s hair. My horse was a means of transportation as well as an athletic partner in a community of riding friends. Riding levels the playing fields of class and gender—in equestrian events, men and women compete on equal footing. On a horse, I was more than fleet of foot and had superhuman strength. In my more solitary moments, I often pondered what it means to me now, as an adult, to have horses. For one thing, it put me in a partnership with the forces of nature.


I went into Alazan’s stall to check his left front hoof, which had just had its shoe replaced. Al’s jagged blaze shone like a beacon through the dark. He had thinner skin and a shorter coat than Willie and was finer-boned, with a thick fire-colored tail that hung to the ground. When Mark’s horse had started taking an off stride now and then, I had thought it was from a bruised heel. Instead of soaking his hoof in a bucket of Epsom salts, I took the opportunity to get to know my new equine practitioner before an emergency struck, colic being the emergency I feared most.


Dr. Darla, a pretty just-turned-thirty light brownette in date makeup, had appeared wearing every scent on her dressing table. The creases in the legs of her operating-room-green coveralls were ironed straight as rods, her fingernails recently manicured and shellacked. Darla picked up Alazan’s afflicted hoof and, over my protests, pulled his shoe. In seconds flat, she took out a paring knife and carved what she said was an abscess in the making out of the sole of his foot. Bandaging the hoof in Elastikon, she ordered me to soak it in Epsom salts twice a day for a week. Darla left me with an astronomical bill and a horse I had to keep in a stall. Our “get acquainted” visit had lasted less than half an hour and left me wondering what I would do if I had a real emergency.
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Alazan eats Mark’s hat. Jana Harris


Nervously, Alazan nudged me now with his teacup-sized nuzzle. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I assured, leaning over and picking up his foot. When I pressed the bulb of his heel as hard as I could with my thumb, he didn’t flinch.


“How’s he doing?” Mark asked, anxious that his horse not be in pain.


“Seems completely healed,” I said. Dr. Darla had made the right call.


Mark offered each horse an end-of-the-day carrot. Before walking up to the house, we stood in the open doorway, admiring the vast snow of stars in the firmament: Mars, Ursa Major, Lyra. We listened to the night noises: the piercing cry of a barn owl, the bullfrogs bellowing in the pond, the horses chewing hay. Though Joan Crawford disapproved of people who took better care of their barns than of their houses, her voice seldom intruded on my thoughts when I was occupied with a horse-related task.


That night I hardly slept. Sprawled on my back in our bed in the Kegger Room, I stared at the glittery white ceiling and the artificially smoke-streaked mirror behind the bar, which, because it was bolted to the floor, hadn’t been removed with everything else, including lightbulbs, when the house was vacated. I had commandeered the bar as my desk—one of them; the room was as large as a dance hall and could accommodate big pieces of furniture in place of the pool tables the cattle people had carted away. I’d bought a swivel bar stool for the desk, and when I sat there, I had a view of the barn and paddocks, so I could keep an eye on my horses as I worked. Next to me in bed, Mark stirred, curled up, and slept on. Pulling the covers over my shoulders, I turned on my side, looking out into the night through the huge curtainless picture window next to our bed. Then I remembered the little bird.


Fumbling for a flashlight and finding one so weak it produced only a faded yellow disc, I padded downstairs barefoot. Stumbling around in the kitchen garden, I shone the light through the rhododendron thicket where I’d remembered setting the starling on a bed of dried leaves. My little bird was gone.
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gathers momentum and meaning [with] the horse’s triumph over so many
obstacles and her powerful bond with her master.” —Publishers Weekly
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