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Chapter 1


DYING FROM A HIND HOOF GETTING run through my skull would smart, at least for a minute. If this big old girl didn’t learn some manners pronto, I’d be finding out if the noggin went numb right quick or if maybe it kept stinging as I flopped around in the barn aisle, landed-trout style.


Or Sandy could behave herself, that’d be an idea.


She and I were on the near side of needing to go take a Pay-Attention-and-Act-Like-a-Lady walk. The barn grunt was off cleaning stalls. He’d just put the mare in cross-ties—I hate working with the horse in cross-ties—before hustling away. Wasn’t his horse and he probably had a chore list longer than his hairy arm, so he wasn’t about to do extra like mind this horse. Now I was left with a horse stomping, pulling away, and swaying like we were in a hurricane.


I was ready to whack her in the butt.


The horse stood nicely for the two seconds it took me to get back in position under her haunch, then she snapped her leg into my gut and twisted away, hopping on her other hind leg and throwing me onto my toolbox. I got up mad but let that go for now, because anger and horses don’t mix well. I gave Sandy a stink eye. She gave me one right back, indicating maybe she hadn’t caught up on her kicking quota.


Then something just wonderful happened.


Whatever saint is supposed to keep watch over horseshoers woke up from a nap and cast a quick spell on Sandy. She stood like stone and I finished that hoof like nobody’s business. Well, nobody else’s business, what and all with this being my whole business. And business was fair near booming. I was still grinning thinking about the phone call this morning. Couldn’t wait to go grab dinner with Guy and tell him about my new account.


When the Widow Chevigny rang and asked me to shoe for the Buckeye, it suited me fine. This was a ranch account and I wanted to be Donna Chevigny’s shoer mighty bad. Word is, she’s been needing a shoer. Her husband had done their shoeing but he died last year, around the time I moved to Cowdry. Being new, I learned about the accident—rolled his tractor, is what I heard—in bits, here and there. I’ve been needing more clients but hadn’t wanted to go pound on a widow’s door asking for a job.


“I want rim shoes,” Donna told me on the phone. “Getting some of my ranch horses shod for a herd dispersal sale. They’ve been keeping themselves way off at the back, by the grazing lease.” This brought a big sigh and I knew she was thinking about how it’d take her time and trouble to bring the horses in. Guess the area where her excess herd was hanging was too rough for driving to, or she’d have been telling me how long it’d take us to get out there with trucks or four-wheelers.


Real pleased with my new possession, I allowed as to how I could cold shoe out in the tooley-weeds, without need for my anvil and stand. My fellow’s folks had gifted me with a Pocket Anvil as an engagement present. It’s a portable horseshoe shaper that folds up. What gal wouldn’t be completely swept off her boots with such a bonus? That gift selection was surely Guy’s doing, because I can’t imagine how his parents would have thought up sending us a pasta thingy and a Pocket Anvil for engagement presents.


Still, a full shoe inventory would be quite a ball and chain to pack to the far end of the Buckeye ranch, so I asked, “Do you happen to know what size feet you got out there?”


“They’re all ones.” Donna sounded like a woman who was certain. “All four feet on all twelve horses.”


“I won’t be shoeing a dozen in a day, ma’am.” I mean, yeah, stories go around about old timey ranch shoers whupping out fifteen and twenty shoeing jobs in a day, but I’ve never known a sure shoer to manage twelve where the work site was remote, needing an hour’s ride to get to and from the string. Lots of steel to pack. Chances were, some of those front feet were supposed to be size two, and some of those hinds were aughts, anyways.


“I thought you’d try for half one day, half another.” Donna told me the brand of horseshoes she favored. Regular stuff. I had a fresh box in Ol’ Blue, my truck.


Thrilled with my new tool, I told Donna all about the Pocket Anvil, this portable gadget that lets me shape horseshoes in the backcountry. Getting by without my real anvil would let me ride out to shoe in remote country. Without my forge, I wouldn’t be hot fitting the shoes, of course, but I’m not above cold shoeing when circumstances demand.


“A pocket anvil? Goodness, I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Donna sounded floored, then hopeful. “I wouldn’t have to bring the horses in?”


“Nope. We could ride out to them as long as you scare up some saddlebags that’ll freight my gear. Just the regular hand tools, a couple dozen shoes, nails, and my Pocket Anvil.” Just, ha! It was still no small chore. And I’d be shoeing without my good hoof stand all day, so I’d be feeling it in my back and legs the next day. But, on the plus side, without my real anvil, there wouldn’t be heavy hammer blows striking steel, so my ears wouldn’t be ringing.


Donna’s appreciative exhale let me know she was considering my offer. “It sure would help me out an awful lot if we ride out to the stock instead of me having to bring them in the day before.”


“We’ll do it,” I promised. I already had my appointment book out and found a free day that worked for both of us. I used to worry about not having my work weeks scheduled full, then came to find that they tend to fill up just fine.


Donna worked all the hours a day sent, too. “Is six too early for you to be here? I’d have my horse tacked up, with the heavy packing saddle bags, if you’re sure we can handle everything you’ll need to haul.”


Given that it was almost fall, we’d be riding out in the cool dark morning at that time, which sounded kind of wonderful. “I’m sure. Um, the horses needing shoes, they handle all right?” I didn’t want to be battling broncs in the backcountry.


“They all handle fine. We won’t have any problems with them out in the rough, and there’s an old pole corral there. Goodness, Rainy, it will save me hours of pushing stock and eating dust if we can just ride out to where they’re pastured.”


“You’d need to give me a mount,” I told her. “My Red’s a good horse and I’d love to ride him out at your place, but I don’t have a trailer.”


“I can put a good horse under you,” Donna promised.


* * *


Soon as I finished trimming this big tough mustang’s feet and nodded to the barn guy, I slid Charley over on Ol’ Blue’s front seat, gave him the necessary kiss on his good gold Aussie face, and went to get something under my belt. The restaurant I go to in town is an outfit that’s gone from a good place to get a glass of water to a whole bit better, thanks to my Intended.


If Guy’s not there, the Cascade Kitchen is just a diner and that’s what it always looks like. Lots of orange caps and vests at the counter come hunting season, sometimes a tractor in the parking lot when the guy who farms the adjacent hundred acres comes in for a hot lunch.


Today a horse trailer with living quarters, hooked up to a dually four-door F350 truck, took the five-plus parking spots a rig that size demands. The pickup’s custom paint job read Paso Pastures. I didn’t know who owned the truck and trailer, but horse people are my tribe. Folks are getting used to seeing me ride Red into town for an ice cream. If the Cascade Kitchen’s owner put a corral, or at least a hitching rail, behind the restaurant, it would suit me fine.


Walking in the back door like a boss, I grabbed the mail stuffed in the wall tray to give it a gander. Guy and I started using the Cascade Kitchen for mail after our road mailbox got baseball-batted. Sizzling scents made mail sorting a pleasure.


I waded through way too many cooking and spice catalogs before the mail got good. A horseshoeing supply catalog, an ad for glue-on shoes, another horseshoeing supply catalog, a tack catalog, a different horseshoeing supply catalog, then a couple bills, and some official-looking fat letters: envelopes for Guy and me from the fifth judicial district, whatever that meant, which apparently pulls up a chair in Clackamas County. We’re in Butte County, but this fifth judicial deal also claimed to be from the State of Oregon. How many people get mail from their own state? Too early for Christmas, so these would be … subpoenas? I thought those got handed out by seedy-looking creeps who tracked you down when—


Whack-whack-whack, whackety whack. Guy’s rangy, almost six-foot frame stood at a metal counter in front of a cutting board piled with red peppers. His right arm moved like it was demon-possessed, powering a butcher’s knife, whacking peppers into long strips.


Only I could break the spell. “Hey.”


Guy put the knife down, turned and squirreled his arms around me. “What happened to you? Are you okay?”


I followed his stare to my dirt-covered legs. “I was working on Sandy’s hinds. She’s from the Riddle Mountain herd, a big Kiger mare—”


Guy broke in with a solo. “I’ve got a … Kiger by the tail it’s plain to see.”


Never sings the right words, Guy. Bursting into song is one of his things, like he breathes and eats and sleeps. He knows a gajillion and six songs, but he adjusts the words quite a bit. We’d talked at the house this morning about me going out to work on some mustangs. New clients have a pair of these beautiful, stripey-legged tough duns with the hardest feet any horse ever thought of growing. True Kigers, that band of barefooters, born wild in Oregon’s southeast. I’d been tickled to become their shoer—okay, their new trimmer—and tickled to tell Guy about the job.


He tickled me, snaking his arms all over as he dusted me off and went for free feels.


It’s a little embarrassing to be fussed over and it’d be best we not get started in the kitchen. I mean, in our kitchen at home, that’s fine, but not here at his work. That’d be some kind of food safety violation. Man in his line of work ought to know that kind of thing. I pushed him away.


“Well, fine.” Guy kissed me like he meant it, smoothed my ponytail, then brushed again at the dirt on my jeans. “Anything broken?”


See, here he was gathering points. He knows I’d prefer a How’s-the-Kit question when he can see plain enough that I’m still standing.


“My chaps,” I said. “I’ve got to cut a long, thin strip of leather to replace one of the leg straps.”


Guy grinned and washed my dirt off his hands before scooping up slices of red pepper. “Julienne leather?”


Oh, he seemed to think he was clever with this little … was it a joke?


I am new at julienne jokes.


New at a lot of stuff, actually. New at making my way in Cowdry, this town I’ve called my own for the better part of a year and a half. New at letting someone like Guy feed me love. Sometimes it’s too good to be true, like I can’t believe this is my life.


Customers seated at the tables and booths and counter gave me a glance as I went through the swinging doors to the front with Guy. I like to act all cool as I go to my spot at the very end of the counter and rack my boots on the rail. That last twirly stool is as good as mine.


As the man who wants to marry me fetched up a tall iced tea—not sweet, no lemon—and put out pie for folks in the far booth, I blabbed bits about me getting a go at the Buckeye ranch account.


The Buckeye ranch is a cattle operation with a few good ranch geldings sold on the side, making little more than enough hay for its own use. Trying to keep the Buckeye going on her own was going to be the death of Donna Chevigny, I feared. More work than a single body can do. I didn’t know how she was fixed for money, but I knew that even if her hiring me as a shoer strained her pocketbook, it would take strain off her back. And she picked me, The New Girl, as I’m known to horse folk here.


I hadn’t asked for the title. Hadn’t asked to be Donna Chevigny’s shoer, come to that. I’d bided my time and didn’t sniff around for the job like Dixon Talbot, one of the other full-time shoers in Cowdry. Plenty of part-timers would have liked to land the Buckeye account, too. But, there’s generally enough shoeing jobs to go around. Most times, we work our butts right off, especially come summertime. Come fall, things taper down. People ride less in bad weather, and hooves grow more slowly up here in the north country winters.


Guy raised his eyebrows and made the right noises, especially at the part about me telling the widow that I could do remote shoeing with my Pocket Anvil.


“Well, fine, you’ll like that? Riding out to shoe with this woman?”


“Donna Chevigny,” I told him again. “Looking to get some tuck now.”


“And that would be?”


Having done my formative eating in Texas and California, my palate, such as it is, doesn’t know what to do with itself with Guy in its life. Hope in my heart, I asked, “A burger?”


He rolled his eyes, as he is wont to do with my cuisine choices. It’s not like the Cascade Kitchen is some upscale eatery with wine guys and cheese courses anyways.


“With mixed greens?” Guy suggested. When I gave him a Look, he moved on with, “Fries or potato salad?”


“Tater salad. And an extra burger patty to go, for Charley.” I winked. He gave me more iced tea, then bumped through the swinging doors to burn me a burger. As I settled into my stool to wait, something gave me the heebie-jeebies. Eyeballs bore into me from somewhere, quivering my skin like Red’s does when he’s knocking a fly off his back. In the mirrored part of the wall behind the counter, I saw a gal with a wolf’s watch studying me from the first twirly stool at the lunch counter. She flicked her gaze away when she caught me catching her.


Somewhere. I knew her from somewhere.


Well, from around town, most likely. Cowdry’s not too awful big and it does seem like the same people are the fill-ins at the post office and bank and grocery store and all that, so probably I just—


There she did it again, checked me out in the mirror. Now both of us knew we were looking at each other and having half a mind at wondering what the other was up to.


She looked a tad younger than me, probably barely drinking age, in sneakers, shorts, and a bright, synthetic T-shirt, with dark hair not prone to summer streaks like mine is. Her build could have helped her make it as a horseshoer—strong-looking but not too tall, and no gut to get in the way when squatting under a horse. But probably, horseshoeing wasn’t her career choice. It startles people when they find out how I earn my living.


More motion in the mirror distracted me from remembering where I knew Wolf Eyes from. A couple rose from the booth right behind me. This woman’s clothes were my kind, broken-in jeans and an open plaid shirt over a cotton tank top. Her hair dangled in her face, not properly tucked behind her ears or in a ponytail. And him? He was a big guy with a Fred Flintstone haircut. Something about big beefy boys leaves a bad taste in my mouth, probably because the last one I dealt with tried to hang me with my own rope.


Flintstone wore perfect, too-clean jeans and a yoked blue Western shirt with white piping. His cowboy boots bore no scuffs, no caked pucky in the inner corner where the heel meets the sole.


Not a real horse guy, just someone with a costume in his wardrobe.


“Doll, let’s go now.” He slid a hand across her patooty and gave the left half a squeeze.


She ignored his command and grope, so at least she had that going. When he dropped money on the table and headed out, she turned her tall self around and strolled the other direction, toward the powder room. I just knew she’d be in there a good long spell while he cooled his boot heels, but I guessed her payback would be wasted on him.


Like a horse or a dog, a fellow ought to know when he’s being punished for turdiness.


Doll, he called her. Oh, dandy.


She didn’t much look like a doll to me, but what do I know about dolls? Dolls and me broke up as soon as I discovered horses. I don’t know how old I was exactly but it was before figuring out how to read. Way, way before boys.


Tall Doll brushed aside long brown bangs hanging shaggy over her eyes and winked at me as she passed by on her way to the ladies’. Older than me by maybe five years, she wore those lace-up riding boots that gave her extra height and let me figure her for someone who spent time in a saddle, since the boots were scuffed in all the right places to show stirrup wear. This gal was horse people. Obviously, she used someone other than me for a shoer, but maybe she was from elsewhere in the county since I didn’t think I’d seen her around town. And I’d been thinking lately, what with growing new roots here in Butte County in general and Cowdry in particular, that a friend would be a nice addition. Guy and I need people to invite to our wedding, though we’re not planning it quite yet.


A real friend, a girlfriend, that’s something that might be a good thing to have.


She’d have to be a rider, of course, to be my new best friend.


In the mirror, I saw Fred Flintstone out in the parking lot. He opened up the big Ford truck, letting me view the Paso Pastures sign on the door. And I realized Wolf Eyes took it in, too. Something in her shoulders relaxed as she rose to come take a seat on the empty stool next to me.


“Melinda. Melinda Kellan.” She hitched her chin in greeting.


I’m five-foot-six on a tall day and I’d say we measured the same. This Melinda’s muscles probably resulted from lifting lead, not honest-earned by hefting an anvil and shaping steel.


Guy set a meal in front of me and headed off with a couple of vegetable sides for another table. I wanted to get after my new job—chowing down—with a good business-like attitude, but then I recollected where I’d seen this Melinda Kellan before. And I bet now that I remembered, I was blanching like Guy’s vegetables. I felt as smart as a carrot.


She was the police clerk who took something from me during that unfortunate misunderstanding a while back.


My fingerprints.


“You work at the Sheriff’s office. The little one out here in Cowdry. You’re the one who fingerprinted me.” Butte’s a small county but Cowdry’s a pretty good ways from the county seat, so there’s just a small deputy force out here, with office space in the strip mall near the grocery store. I’ve been needing to check in with them, to see if I’ll have to testify. I can never remember the investigator’s name. I always thought of him as Suit Fellow.


Melinda Kellan squinted at me all this time I jabbered and recollected. I figured she ought to be able to help me out.


“What’s that guy’s name, you know, the investigator?” I waved my hands to help her understand.


She smirked, said a name that flew in my left ear, sprinted across the open prairie of my mind, and fell out my right ear. Then she nodded. “He’s retiring soon.”


I hate it when people answer a question that didn’t get asked, not lingering on the one that wanted good answering. Do I really have to see Detective what’s-his-name and will he make me go to court? I wanted to scream, but I kept my mouth very shut.


“Will you do something for me?” Melinda Kellan spoke like she wasn’t asking, more telling. “Will you let me know if anything, anything at all, strikes you as not fitting while you’re at the Chevigny place?”


Made me itch to say something like, “Sure, I’d be happy to spy on my new client—a widow at that—for you, you bored little clerk.” Instead, I studied her, trying to get my eyeballs and brain moving instead of my mouth. Melinda Kellan wore running shoes. She’s not horse people. I turned away from the little inquisitor, bit my burger and made eye contact in the mirror beyond. “You ride?”


Kellan shook her head.


“Ever make hay?”


She grinned. “Not in the way you mean.”


Bristling and not liking her sin-uendo, I turned a little red. I guess I’m a bit of a prude. It figured that she didn’t ride and didn’t get how tough and dangerous the work of making food is. I don’t mean making food like Guy, in a kitchen. I mean making it like Donna Chevigny does, like her departed husband Cameron had. Making feed for cattle and tending those cattle ’til they’re ready for slaughter and—


“So, I don’t ride. What about it?”


Then Melinda Kellan went quiet as the tall rider sauntered back from her powder, taking the long walk across the restaurant in her sweet time.


There’s horse folk and then there’s everybody else. With plenty of people, I can peg ’em for what kind of horse they’d be if they’d been blessed born. Guy, for example, would be a Thoroughbred, though a palomino. Sometimes I can tell more than the breed, I’d know how good the legs and feet would be and what kind of an attitude is in the eye. It’s not always a good thing, this gift of mine. There’s some people I don’t take to, but everybody I cotton to shows up in my mind as a horse. Not Melinda Kellan though. She wasn’t one of us.


Tall Doll and I made eye contact in the mirror as she passed behind me this time. I winked. We had an instant connection. She would be an Appendix Quarter Horse, with good feet, if she were a horse.


Tall Doll, my new friend, paused and said, “Watch yourself at the Chevigny place.”


Turning my stool all the way around, I faced the Tall Doll.


She made a wry, friendly face then dropped her tone low enough to keep it between us. “Some folks thought she caused Cam’s funeral. You could end up in the ground just like he did.”









Chapter 2


WHEN I GOT TO THE BUCKEYE before dawn on the first day of working for Donna Chevigny, two chestnut Quarter Horses stood saddled, with halters over their bridles. They looked to be decent, working horses, a good many weeks into their shoeing cycles. Lead ropes that probably didn’t need to be there tethered these good old boys to the hitching rail by the water trough. Both horses had a hip cocked, resting one hind hoof on the toe. The saddle on one gelding was an old fat-horned Wade with scarred fenders. The other horse’s saddle was older still, with a way-high cantle and bucking rolls that would curve over the rider’s thighs. Easy to stay in a saddle like that, but I’d sure hate to have to get clear of it in anything like a hurry.


Donna was thinner than I’d remembered from seeing her a few times at the Co-op, our local feed store. Her jeans were baggy enough to be inconvenient and her hair had grown shaggy past her shoulders. With most every word, her mouth pursed and puckered, leathery skin showing she’d forgotten to slather shortening on her face in a good while. As much as I’m in the sun and wind, I’ll be looking a whole lot like Donna if I don’t start greasing my skin. Guy doesn’t keep Crisco in the house, so I’ll have to use his coconut oil or olive oil or some such.


Batwing chaps went on, covering Donna’s baggy jeans and slopping over the toes of her roper-style boots. Neither of us wore spurs, but with gloves stuck in the front string of her chaps and a straw hat on, she looked more like a hand than me with my open top visor and no gloves. My boots aren’t the cowboy kind. After my California mama gave me these Blundstone boots, I discovered they’re a big thing for English riders. That’s okay, since I have clients who use those little saddles, too. And the boots are great, supportive and comfy.


Still, even though I wasn’t dressed the part, this ranch work felt right to me and I really hoped this shoeing account would be a keeper. Zing. A bit of fur flew by a foot off the ground, ending in a four-paw skid behind the water trough outside the barn doors.


“What was that?”


“An idiot,” Donna said, then called to the dog. “Slowpoke, settle down.”


Slowpoke wiggled out from his hiding place. He looked like the twenty-pound result of an orgy involving every dog breed in existence. He also looked delighted beyond measure that a horse ride was about to happen, dying to know if he was invited.


Donna had some good, roomy saddlebags behind both horses’ saddles and we packed my gear into them without dilly-dallying about it. I’d brought some size aughts and size two shoes, too, just in case she wasn’t as squared away as she thought about every one of her horses having all size one hooves. Ranch outfits sometimes like to simplify things and maybe squeeze a horse onto a shoe too small or wangle a too-big shoe onto a small hoof. The only squeezing I wanted to do was getting all the gear into the bags and we did fine as frog’s hair.


Then Donna strapped on a rifle scabbard and slid a shotgun—a big mother, twelve gauge, I’d reckon—into place on her old rancher saddle.


I’m actually not a gun handy kind of girl, which is my mama’s fault, nervous nelly about the gadgets that she was and is. My gun-learning should have happened when I was living with my ranch-hand daddy in Texas, but that must have been a battle mama won with him, because he kept me clear of revolvers and rifles when I lived with him. Now I turned away from the weapon to the open country of still-dark pastures beyond the Buckeye barn. I wondered what she expected to encounter.


“Packing some extra hardware?” I said.


“That shotgun is the only artillery we’ve ever had,” Donna said with a shrug. “Cameron always carried it with buckshot and slugs in the backcountry.”


She swung up ahorseback, so I did likewise and we moved easy as our eyes got better at the low light, her mutt tagging along. Donna carried her reins in her left hand. It’s the right way to ride as it keeps us normal, non-Lucifer-possessed people with our right hands free to rope and shoot.


Early sun eked out of cracks in the clouds, making pink and orange strips in the sky that reached out to kiss the few tree tops. I felt pretty pleased to be there, astride, feeling the powerful motion of a good horse beneath me. As we trotted out through hock-high orchard grass, Slowpoke ran laps around us.


From the back pasture, the Buckeye land dropped across a big dry wash then rose again in a long slow way that made for good hay growing as water would neither collect too bad nor run off too fast. The fields went on for a couple of hundred acres, easy.


With more saddle time, we came to a sharp ravine running across the whole ranch like a scar, separating hay fields from rougher ground beyond.


Enough daylight was up by then to see the steepness. The ravine was serious, but the strong horses under us sat back on their haunches, picked their way down the fifty-foot cut, crossed the bottom then climbed back up. The land swept away, rockier. A wire fence came into view a couple hundred feet off and I realized we’d almost reached the back of the Buckeye. The rough pasture we were in, though not hay-growing heaven, offered enough forage to sustain the dozen or so milling horses.


We rode toward a little pole corral, Donna jiggling a small sack of oats. The loose horses got curious enough to head our way.


The sprawling acreage on this far side of the ravine was split in two sections by the skinny reach of a hogback hill that ran almost to the drop off we’d just climbed. That sudden humped ridge looked like a finger pointing at the ravine. Taut electric wire ran up the center of the hogback on our right, but to the squinting eye, it was the natural hogback that marked a divvying point between us and the east field. The electric cross-fencing up the hogback ran all the way up to an open machine shed at the top of the little ridge. The land behind the shed had to be the grazing lease, federal dirt, marked by barbed wire where the Buckeye land ended. Cattle dotted the slope back there, absorbing the attention of Donna and her dog.


She sighed. “I’ll have to get them brought in within the month.”


I pointed at her pooch, who bristled, staring up the hill. “Can he herd?”


“He can’t do anything but get in the way.”


* * *


The day came up with a plan. Clear weather like this makes for cool nights but real hot noons. A tractor rusted away at the base of the hogback, though the machine should have been parked under cover. If the shed was empty, it would offer shade to work under.


But, no. Donna dismounted and tied her riding horse at the failing pole corral. By the time she haltered the first loose horse, I had my gear set up. Then my mind was on nothing but balanced hooves for hours. Because she wouldn’t actually be working these boys like cow horses, I left them more room in the heels, enough to support them and leave them room to grow.


As I leaned on my shoe shaper’s handle again and again in quick motions of rounding toes and turning heels, Donna commented.


“Newfangled, that gadget. But it is the quietest shoe bending I’ve ever heard.”


“Yep. A Pocket Anvil is a nifty tool.” Only the sound of tails swishing, nostrils blowing, rasping and nailing. Cold shoeing all day also meant no burnt hoof scent in my hair for Guy to wrinkle his nose at tonight.


“Can’t level a bent shoe with it though, can you?”


I showed her how I could make a try at it, moving the shoe ninety degrees in a way that would let me pressure it if it wasn’t already flat. “With a bad bent shoe, I’d just start over with a new shoe.”


Her silly dog offered up sticks and cow pies, hoping for a game of fetch or keep away. I was on the second horse when Donna said, “Might be too late to start over.”


That came from nowhere and no-how for me, so I let it pass, worked her horses, dripped sweat. We had enough to agree on and didn’t need anything else.


Donna knew her stuff, it’s just that her stuff’s from an old tradition. She knew her horses too. I could have stretched to setting them up all in size one shoes, with a couple fit tight, a couple with a bit too much room, and a couple needing the heels beveled off so they didn’t cover the commissures of the frog and make picking out more of a chore. But I nailed on some size aught and size two horseshoes that day and was glad I’d hauled them.


Just before I started the fourth horse, I swallowed a bottle of water Donna offered and wiped my mouth on my sleeve, looking out toward the hogback. Definitely a two-sided shed up there, looked to be some equipment in it but surely it had some room available under a roof.


Shade.


We were stuck under the sun and pretty well cooked when we could have worked under a covered area. Summer time, shoeing’s always a Stand There and Chat for the horse owner, but a lot of worked muscles and sweat rolling off the nose for the shoer. Even when it’s cooler weather, I’ve been dripping and glowing while my clients hold a lead rope, snuggled up in a jacket. So, it’s not like clients think about it and notice, like I do, that one of the two of us is warm from work. But it was extra hot today. I was back under a horse again, working hard to get half the herd done in a day.


“Rainy, sorry. Damn shame it’s so hot.” Donna shook her head a long while later. “This spell of weather we’re having.”


“Yes’m,” I said, itching for the part where she noticed we didn’t have to slow roast.


She rubbed her eyebrows. “So much to get done. Haying. Fixing. Herd dispersal. These geldings being shod might help sell them.”


“Maybe we could go up there next time,” I said, jerking a thumb over my shoulder toward the shed and its salvation from the sun.


“So much to get done,” she muttered again.


Donna half-turned toward that hogback crowned by the shed. “Got to bring those cattle in and they’ll be getting a little raunchy by now. I’ve left them untended on the lease land. Got to sell these horses. Neighbor tells me Cameron made a handshake deal on these back pastures before he died, so he’s buying it out from under me. Late on the second hay cutting. I’ll be late on the third. Got gear and fences that need mending.”


We both swallowed at her list. I got myself a brilliant idea on bringing in her rough cattle.


“They dog-broke?” I asked. No sense getting Charley clobbered.


“What’s that, dear?” Donna was awful distracted.


“Are those cattle dog-broke?”


“They’re probably not too awful wild.” She squinted at the lease land and frowned, finally paying attention. “You got a dog can move them? We’d have to go over to that shed to bring ’em in. It’s a run-through, the back end’s a big gate. That’s what we use to bring the cattle off the federal lease land.”


I was finished with the fifth horse and felt half baked. I was about to beg that we make use of the shed next time.


“Fact is,” Donna began and faltered. She gave me a worn smile over granola bars and more water chugging. “I ought to get some bosals and braided reins out of the shed. Stuff’s going to ruin and rot in that place.”


Her tractor didn’t have much business being out in the open either, I figured. I wondered how long it’d sat where it was through winter rains and summer sun. If it would start after being idle, driving it back up the hogback and into the shed should have been easy enough. Then I realized I might be looking at the tractor that killed her husband. I felt terrible.


“We can pack a bit more stuff back to your barn.” I planned to tie the extra gear to our saddles, turn the good horses we rode into moving storage units.


Good thing I was around Donna hours and hours that day, seeing as how it took her time to move a conversation along. I’d finished the sixth horse and had forgotten what we’d left off talking about when she asked, “Do you think you’d mind?”


“Mind?” I packed my gear, too tired to think. I had a notion she was asking me to behave or watch over something. I tell Charley to mind a gate when I leave it open. No horse or cow’s ever come through a pass when my little dog’s minding the opening.


“Do you think you’d mind going up to the shed,” Donna asked, “and fetching those things for me now? And maybe next time bring your dog, move the cattle?”


“We’ll get it done,” I promised, feeling good to help her out and for being deep into this job. Charley’s at least middle-aged, not a young squirt like Slowpoke, so it would be quite a long trot to get out here from where Ol’ Blue sat parked back at her barn, but he’d have hours to rest while I finished the shoeing. “Shouldn’t take Charley long to get them pushed through a gate. There’s no cattle in this piece we’re in?”


“No, right now they’re all in the hill country behind the machine shed. The lease land. The bull’s in my east field.” She swiveled her skull around, looking for a problem that wasn’t there. “It’d sure save me some work if you’ve got a dog that can move cattle.”


“Have they been dog-herded before? Charley’s older and I wouldn’t want to send him on real rough stock.”


She still hadn’t mounted up, just stood there holding the reins. “They’ll be all right. It’s Cameron’s bull we have to be careful of. The stock tank up at the shed is shared between the east and west pastures. If the bull’s up there, steer clear.”


I thought I got then her reason for avoiding the hogback hill. “I can see why you wouldn’t want to ride near a rank bull even with a fence between you.” My riding horse stamped a foot, letting me know he’d thought I should be aboard since I’d tightened the girth, but he’d be good and wait for my say-so.


The wryest sad smile ever came across Donna’s face and melted right off again. “Well, it’s not for the bull that I don’t like being near that shed.”


“No?”


“No.” Donna looked down with one guilty shake of her head. “I’d have to go up the hogback to get there. That hill was the death of my husband.”


Some people seemed taken up with the idea that Cameron Chevigny’s tractor-rolling accident was suspicious. Sitting on the Widow Chevigny’s horse at the back end of her ranch made for a hard time knowing what best to say or do. Donna was square with sending her horseshoer off on an errand to a place where she wouldn’t go. But she also seemed to be coming apart at the seams, her eyes squinty and her hands in fists that she pushed into her underarms.


* * *


I pointed the loaner horse toward the machine shed.


Donna turned her back to me and said, hoarse-voiced, “Bosals and braided reins. Should be hanging right inside the machine shed. There’s a gate where the cross-fencing between the west and east fields attaches to the shed. It runs right over the shared water trough. That gate should be shut. You’re not safe from the bull if it’s open.”


Because of the hill, we couldn’t see into the east pasture from where we stood. The bull could be close, right over the rise.


But the view improved once I was astride. Didn’t take but a couple minutes to ride to the hogback. Slowpoke tagged along, a ready fool.


A stout horse like the one under me could scramble up the steep rock, but with the tractor, the thing to do would have been to drive from the lowest part of the hogback, where it extended right between the two fields, and keep the rig pointed right up in a long, careful climb up the narrow center of the hogback. A little tricky, but surely a thing the Chevignys had done plenty. To drive the tractor up to the shed from where it sat at the foot of the hogback’s steep west side would be too dangerous. I shook my head and leaned forward, freeing my horse’s hind end to push us up the steep stuff, but pulled him up when something shiny caught my eye on the hogback.


Picking up horseshoes is a habit of mine. Many’s the time, it’s me who finds the missing shoe in a client’s field. I see the lay of the land and I know where those tires get thrown. I look into deep hoof prints out of habit and that’s why I saw this shoe, forty yards up the hogback.


Horseshoes, lying loose with their old nails curving around, look wicked, but it’s not too often that a horse steps on the wicked-looking thing and gets a problem. Still, a pulled shoe full of nails isn’t something a body likes to see on the ground where livestock are kept, so I swung down from the saddle and picked it up. Bad rusted nails, no rust on the shoe, but it was oxidized real good. Aluminum. Hard to imagine the Chevignys ever put such a shoe on their ranch stock. Aluminum shoes conduct heat faster, so they’re colder in winter and hotter in summer, but the main thing with them on hardworking horses covering a lot of rock is that aluminum wears out faster than steel.


This shoe had been out there a long time, for the nails to be rusted that bad. It was a double aught but I didn’t study on it more, just hooked one branch into my right hip pocket and swung back up where I belonged.


Once up top the hogback, I could see the two-sided shed plain, one wall to the prevailing west winds. Its open back had a full-length gate that would be easy to open from horseback. Baggy barbed wire that looked to be mostly made of rust ran off both back corners of the building, separating the federal lease land from the Buckeye proper. Perpendicular to the shed and barbed wire, electric wire ran up the east slope of the hogback splitting the west and east fields that the hogback helped divide. The cross-fence gate was strung right over a big water trough. The gate was closed, so even if the bull came up for a drink, I should be safe. Having the trough straddle the area under the fence gave stock in either Buckeye pasture access to water. Some of the horses I’d been all day shoeing had come on up to the shed to drink. There must have been water for the cattle out on the federal land somewhere.


Inside Donna’s shed, braided reins hung alongside four rawhide bosals on hangers made out of tin cans nailed to the middle purlin. All the leather looked mighty dry. I tied the tack onto my saddle, eyeing the rougher country behind the shed while enjoying the cool shade and draft the open building offered.


Slowpoke romped in from the lease land carrying something disgusting, like a dead bird or a piece of garbage, thrilled with himself.


Donna was mounted up when I got back. She turned her horse just before I reached her, but I heard her sniffle. I reined my horse back to give the lady privacy. Her slumped shoulders shuddered before we dipped down into the ravine and that was the end of Donna’s crying spell.


Kind of gave me the heebie-jeebies, knowing I’d just ridden across the hill that Cameron Chevigny died on. I felt bad for Donna and wanted to suggest maybe laying down flowers or saying a few words would be a help, but Donna seemed to just want to stay away. And anyway, there’s no way I’m someone who should make suggestions to anyone else about how to lead her life.


“Drop that,” Donna said to Slowpoke, who was still carrying his whatever prize, something dark, not much bigger than a wallet.


Wasn’t a surprise when the mutt refused to obey. Instead Slowpoke carried his prize through the ravine.


When we climbed out of the ravine, I said, “I can sure see why you like riding out here. So many ranches use four-wheelers to buzz around nowadays.”


“Cameron used one, long time ago. An old three-wheeler. Then it killed our daughter when she flipped it, so we got rid of that miserable machine.”


“Oh, no, Donna.”


She gave one nod to my sense of it and said, “A truck can’t make it through the ravine, of course, so we stuck to riding the back part of the ranch.”


When I mumbled sympathy for her, Donna looked away. Said it was nearly twenty years ago her daughter’d died, and closed that subject. I’d never heard talk around town of a Chevigny daughter. I guess it was the decades that kept it quiet.


We rode easy. Soon we were catching glimpses of Donna’s barn in the distance. I can keep a silence all right, I guess, but it seems a natural thing to pass a few polite words in an hour beside another body, be that body a dog or horse or person.


“Found a horseshoe out there,” I said, half pulling it out of my hip pocket.


Donna snorted without giving it a glance. “There are things to be found out there.”


I shoved the funky horseshoe back home in the denim.


Slowpoke, the silly dog, was dying for a drink, having been unable to pant the whole way back to the barn because of carrying that thing in his mouth. He dropped it—a glove—at the water trough and jumped in, mucking it up, spilling water, tickled to death.


After I unsaddled the horse I rode in on, I studied a high shelf in the barn aisle. Broken tools, a glass insulator, a single spur with rusty rowels and a dried leather strap, a cracked mug, a real stiff leather braid piece and a little thing about an inch high, at the end of the row of useless things, a short shell casing. Stacked under the shelf was the stuff of my interest—an anvil on a stump, nippers, rasps, and clinchers.


I realized I was looking at Cameron Chevigny’s shoeing tools.


What shoer can resist looking at another’s tools? It’s not that we covet, exactly, but we want to see what brands the other farrier favors. Cameron had had better than cheapy tools, but far below the best quality nippers. A welcome breeze gusted through the aisle, with the scents of dust, hay, sweat and horses. I stepped outside and almost planted a foot on what Slowpoke had dropped. His prize was indeed a glove. It wasn’t flat though. The outside was coated in dog spit. The inside had bits of dried dark stuff on white bone.


The glove held a hand.
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