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I’VE ALWAYS BEEN RUNNING, IT SEEMS. OR GALLOPING. YES, that’s it: galloping! It’s not very ladylike and it drives Mother to distraction—not to mention what it does to Father. But I believe it’s a way of drinking every last drop out of the glass life offers you.


In Wesleydale, my hometown in Illinois, my horse Peaches and I tore around the countryside like a pair of wild-lings. Saturdays, especially, we’d ride out early, make our usual stops, and be waiting in the oak grove past the Murdock farm by mid-morning. When the nine thirty train whistled in the distance, the townspeople thought it was announcing its approach. But I knew otherwise. I knew it was calling me. And the challenge it presented kindled a fire in me as hot as the locomotive’s furnace.


One Saturday morning—June 15, 1872, to be exact—was already hot and muggy, and my skirt was bunching around my knees. The sidesaddle would have kept it cleaner, but who can run a race with one leg tied up high? Or while wearing a corset, for that matter? I’d left both behind.


Eagerly I gathered the reins up tight, my heart chattering with the clickety-clack of the onrushing train. I plaited my fingers through Peaches’ mane, and she began dancing. Then, for mind-shatteringly long seconds, we waited. When the train was just around the bend, I eased Peaches onto the road and huddled down, watching over my shoulder. The instant the locomotive came into view, I thrust my arms forward and Peaches bolted.


Belly to the ground, she shot out of the oak grove and raced alongside the railroad tracks. The locomotive charged up behind us. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the engineer lean out the window. He tried to look grim, but I knew he was fighting a smile. Two short whistle blasts nearly split my ears and then the locomotive was right up next to us!


I crouched so close over Peaches’ neck that her mane whipped my cheek. When I drummed my bare heels against her sides, she doubled her speed. The pebbled dirt road melted into a blur. My heart pounded through my skin.


Again the locomotive rumbled at our flanks. It pulled up beside us, then past us, and the engineer, tasting triumph, leaned out the window and waved. I grabbed a hank of mane with one hand and shook the reins at Peaches with the other. I hollered like a heathen. And, bless her heart, she pulled even. We were almost there! For breathless moments we ran side by side: the black machine and the red mare. The panting and the chugging and the pounding swallowed up my world and spit me out anew, free as a winged bird.


The finish line was the brick tunnel near the Evans Dairy, where Jericho Road dipped, curved sharply, and passed beneath the tracks. Taking the turn at such speed was pure danger, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way. Seeing it ahead, I clutched Peaches’ mane with both hands, centered myself on her bare back, and put my trust in her. She pricked her ears and hunched lower, then suddenly scrambled out of rhythm. Bits of gravel flew into the air as she lost her footing, and for one sickeningly empty beat we were falling. The ground rushed up at us. But somehow she planted a foot and stopped it, heaving us forward in the same instant. And we managed to dash into the dark tunnel just as the locomotive thundered over it.


The whistle sounded once as we shot out the other side, a shrill good-bye. I thought I heard the engineer’s laugh carried on its pitch. Before the entire train passed, I spun Peaches around and dived back into the tunnel. Reining her to a standstill, I savored the deliciously frightening roar directly over our heads. The vibrations shook our very bones. And then the train was gone and I was left smiling.


Satisfied, we headed for home. Mundane chores were waiting: The same old weeds, it seemed, were always sprouting up just to be dug up; the same old hens had to be nudged aside to gather the same old eggs. A chemise that never seemed to get properly mended required yet more stitches. The civilized world was impatient to fasten its buttons around us. But we still had a little time. We weren’t captured yet. Peaches nodded contentedly as she shuffled, trailing little clouds of dust with each hoof fall. I swung my legs freely and hummed a favorite hymn.


Galloping, I know for a fact, washes you cleaner than any scrubbing. It sends air rushing into your darkest corners and chases the cobwebs out. Every Saturday after our race I felt as clean as a swept porch. Light and happy. And hungry. As usual, I’d slipped out to the barn without any breakfast, and my stomach was noisily reminding me. So when I looked up to find us passing Mr. Jude’s apple orchard, I have to confess I was sorely tempted. A new rail fence ran along the side of it, the splintery boards gleaming a pinkish yellow in the sunlight. It was four feet high if it was an inch, and put there, I was certain, simply to make those apples look all the sweeter. My mouth watered.


I knew that orchard. A few months before we’d wandered into it from another direction, and Mr. Jude had chased us out with his dogs. Then he’d gone straight down and told Father about it, adding that Peaches and I had trampled his newly tilled garden, which was a lie. He’d accused me of something else, too, something that I still didn’t quite understand.


From my bedroom over the porch, I’d tried to hear what they were saying, but I couldn’t make out the words. The front door slamming was plain enough, though. I’d peeked out my window to see Mr. Jude stalking down the drive. Inside, I heard Father’s clipped and carefully measured voice, the one he used when explaining his wishes to little children or the elderly. Like a muffled echo, it was followed by Mother’s even footsteps skimming the stairs. Father was sending her.


It wasn’t the first time she’d served as his messenger. While Father could talk to me rationally about the weather, or the condition of the surrounding corn crop, or sometimes— sometimes— about the columns he wrote for his newspaper, he couldn’t and wouldn’t discuss my many instances of “unbridled behavior,” as I once heard him describe it to Mother. I was her daughter then. That was her job. Funny thing was, I was nothing like my mother.


She came into my room and began darting about, tidying this and smoothing that. She moved as lightly and noiselessly as a butterfly. “Next Saturday morning,” she said, “let’s invite Mary Grace over and we’ll bake up some gingersnaps. Or we could look through flower catalogs; I’ve just received a new one.” I murmured something evasive and left my bed to straddle the chair in front of my dressing table. Fingering its chipped green paint, I waited for her to tell me what she’d really come to say.


She fluttered some more. Then, reaching for the brush, she gave out a little sigh and motioned me to turn around. With her first stroke, the brush caught in my windblown hair and our eyes caught in the mirror. One pair was the color of faded hyacinths, the other was as green as the fields and unnaturally defiant. Two more dissimilar faces you could not have found, yet somehow we’d been planted in the same family.


She petted my shoulder. I knew it was coming: her message. “Your Father thinks, Rachel dear,” she said, “that perhaps it’s time you give up your horse?”


“No!” I jumped up and shouted the word so vehemently that she actually blanched a shade paler, which I instantly felt bad about. After all, she was merely the messenger.


She reached the brush toward my hair. I took a step back, shaking my head.


“Well, if you’d promise to use the sidesaddle,” she cajoled, “maybe your father would consider letting… and if you’d promise to wear shoes and gloves, too. Why, just look at what those leather reins are doing to your hands.” She lifted them by their stained fingertips and made a face. “Honestly, Rachel, you’re fifteen years old. Can’t you please ride like a lady,” she begged, “because … well, there’s really no other way to put it: The way you’re tearing around—astride,” she whispered the word dramatically, “with your limbs showing—well, people are calling it indecent.”


Indecent.


That plopped me back down on the chair. I’d always thought that indecent was the way Mrs. Winnow flirted with our minister, whose wife was deathly ill but not yet passed. Or the way two of our church elders raised their hands and swore not to let alcohol pass their lips, yet were happy to pass the cider jug at the fall plowing match. I thought indecent was leaving a dog tied to a tree day in and day out, for its whole miserable life. But just like that, she threw me into the same sinful category. She sewed a scarlet letter onto me. She and Father and Mr. Jude. When all I’d done was gallop.


That had been three months ago, but the word still rang in my ears: indecent. So as I was sitting there on Peaches with my stomach rumbling, I got to thinking about eating an apple—just one—to spite Mr. Jude and his lies.


That’s when I heard them coming: the boys. Farther on past the orchard, I saw them, four abreast. Riding into town and to their summer work at the granary and the livery and the slaughterhouse. Riding with their hard boots and their harsh words and their heavy hands. We’d met before.


The road was narrow along this stretch and fenced on both sides. I had no choice if I wanted to avoid them. Angling Peaches toward the orchard gate, which was slightly lower than its fence and situated between us and the approaching boys, I pressed my heels into her sides. She understood at once. With her ears pointed toward the top rail, she picked up a canter. I felt her hindquarters gather beneath me and, with each powerful stride, her withers lifted higher. The boys hooted with glee, thinking we were mounting a foolhardy charge at them. I gritted my teeth and focused on the hurdle ahead. At the critical moment, when there was only freedom or crashing failure, Peaches left the ground and we were flying. For one breathless instant the earth couldn’t hold us.


As we swooped down inside, the boys came galloping up to the gate to hurl some jeers over it. I ignored them, as I always had. They had nothing I wanted or needed.


Peaches kept cantering smoothly between the tidy rows. I stroked her neck with gratitude. The coarse voices behind us faded, then fragmented in a sudden flurry of hoofbeats. And we were left alone.


Pulling Peaches to a walk, I let myself fall under the orchard’s spell. It was so quiet among the trees—a private, sun-dappled world that locked out the injustices of everyday life. A low humming lulled us as we ambled along. The ground gently sank and swelled, and I could swear I heard it breathing. Lacy white flowers arced in abundance, their honeyed fragrance seeming to grow sweeter in the warming sun. I reined Peaches down a different row, and then another and another, just wandering. My mouth watered at the thousands of hard, glossy green orbs, but the apples weren’t ripe yet and there was no use in biting into even one.


After a time, we found ourselves back at the gate. No need to risk our necks again, so I slid off and led Peaches through, then climbed onto the fence and onto her back. The sun was even higher in the sky, and I knew the chickens wouldn’t be the only ones squawking at home.


Sweat had glued my dress to my skin by then, and it was all I could do to keep from wading into the shallows of the Gilead River for a quick dip. The waters sparkled invitation, but I kept Peaches pointed straight and we clip-clopped across the planked bridge.


Turning onto Bell Road, we hurried into a trot to get past the Stokeses’ farm. Not only because we were late, but because I couldn’t bear to look at their slatted barn with its string of orange fox pelts nailed in cruciform beneath the eaves. It seemed there was always a price to pay for crossing someone’s boundaries. Always a price. But what place did death have on a morning as glorious as this?
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AS SOON AS I RODE ONTO OUR PLACE, I SLID OFF PEACHES and tied her in the barn. I didn’t see Mother anywhere, so I rushed into the chicken pen, slowing just enough to keep them from squawking alarm, and quickly gathered up a dozen eggs in the waiting basket. I realized I was holding my breath. I ran to the house, opened the back door, and peeked inside. The kitchen was empty. I set the basket on the table and hurried back to the barn. I gulped another breath. Pausing at the doorway, I yanked up some handfuls of thick-stemmed weeds and heaved them into a conspicuous pile in the sunlight. I glanced around again, then dived into the cool barn and exhaled in a whoosh. My chest heaved. Finally I could breathe.


In Mr. Moore’s science class we’d learned that all of Earth’s creatures need oxygen to survive. In a process called respiration, we breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon dioxide. Creatures that live on land get their oxygen from the air. Creatures that live underwater get theirs from dissolved oxygen. Well, I got my oxygen from horses. From riding them and touching them and listening to them and learning from them.


Having bought a little time, I belatedly began grooming Peaches, my fleet-footed racehorse, my winner. I pulled the burrs out of her fetlock hairs and scratched her underbelly and combed her mane until it lay as smooth and silky as the fringe on Grandmother’s shawl. I gently traced the whorled hairs on her forehead and wiped the dust from the velvet plain beneath her eyes. She consented to my fussing for only so long before shaking her head free and snorting with the force of the west wind.


Coated in a sticky mist, I laughed and snorted myself. “Oh, thank you. Thank you so very much. Well, if you’ve had enough grooming, your ladyship, let’s have a look at your feet.”


Trading the brush for a hoof pick, I sidled up to her near foreleg. Peaches responded to my pinch by agreeably lifting her foot, which I balanced across my knee. She’d had a bout with thrush the past few weeks, but as I bent close and sniffed, I couldn’t smell any of the black rot. I couldn’t see any either. I scraped each side of the V-shaped crevice and went on to the other three hooves, finding lingering signs of thrush in only the off hind one. Dutifully I soaked a small rag in the turpentine I’d bought at the hardware store and packed it into the questionable hoof. Then I led Peaches to the rain barrel for a long, slobbery drink and returned her to her stall. While she munched her hay, I took up a pitchfork and combed through the straw bedding until it was clean and dry enough for any human guest.


When she was finished, Peaches gave a good shake and cocked one hip in preparation for a nap. I didn’t want to leave, not yet, and rested my forehead against hers. “Tell me what you’re thinking,” I whispered.


That I love you, I imagined her nickered response. That you bring me everything I need.


I stroked her cheeks and tugged on her nostrils and braided and unbraided her thin red forelock. With swallows flitting in and out of the wide door, swirling the dust motes suspended in the golden air, Peaches and I shared the silence and each other’s company.


There’s no better place than a stable, I’ve found. It’s the only place with solid footing. When I’m standing beside a horse, I feel that I’m neither girl nor boy, child nor adult, strong nor weak. I’m accepted just as I am. And there, and only there, I can breathe.


For the rest of the day I tore through enough chores to keep Mother from heaving any of her sighs, at least in front of me. I even managed to mend and wash out my chemise, and I ironed my sash for church. The day was clear blue sailing. Until supper brought a rumbling of thunder.


James had returned from making deliveries for Mr. Hubbard’s feed store, taking his seat just before we said grace. Even though he’d stopped to wash up at the kitchen sink, he still smelled warmly of sweat and dust and hay. A burnt redness tinged his nose and cheekbones. His easy, lopsided smile spilled across his face like sunshine. One eyebrow rose with mischief. “Did you have a good ride this morning?” he asked.


I took the plate of boiled carrots he was passing me. His expression said he knew something. Was it my tardiness? Or my trespassing into Mr. Jude’s orchard? And why was he raising the subject in Father’s presence? “Yes, we did,” I answered cautiously. “We rode out past the Murdocks’ and came home by way of Gilead Creek.” I sneaked a glance at Father. He’d not mentioned my riding in the past months, even after Mr. Jude’s visit. To be honest, I don’t think he had any idea how often I rode, or how far.


“Some of the Murdocks’ cows got out night before last,” was all Father said. His eyes, neatly framed by the gold rims of his spectacles, narrowed to black pinpoints of disapproval. “She’s not keeping the place up.” What he wasn’t saying was that Mrs. Murdock, a recent widow, should have sold her husband’s farm and moved in with her sister’s family. Father didn’t hold with female self-reliance. It wasn’t natural.


“Well, it doesn’t look like rain,” Mother said with an effort at cheeriness. “There’ll be some nice weather for getting fences mended. Or for traveling.”


Traveling? My ears pricked. Who’d said anything about traveling?


She poked at the fricasseed chicken on her plate, her face smooth and emotionless.


“I almost forgot,” James said, still addressing me. “William asked about you today. And Nathaniel did as well.”


What was he up to?


“Something about … apples.” He gazed at the ceiling, tapping his chin with feigned thoughtfulness. “Oh, that’s it. They wanted to know if you’ll be sharing any of your apples.”


I would have kicked him if I’d been able to reach him. Instead I impulsively tossed my napkin, hitting him square in the face.


“Rachel!” Mother exclaimed.


“That’ll be enough of that!” Father warned.


James wadded the napkin in his fist and laughed. “Don’t blame her. You can see she’s a sorrel-top through and through, and you know how temperamental they are.”


It was another poke in the ribs, but I couldn’t help grinning. Unlike most girls with copper-colored hair, I took pride in mine. That’s because horses with red coats—be they chestnuts or sorrels or roans—were known to be high-spirited. Dangerous. Some people even refused to own them. How often I’d imagined someone trying to smash a bit against my teeth and my striking out in refusal. No one was going to own me.


Still, I changed the subject. In an effort to placate Mother, I asked, “Isn’t Grandmother feeling well?”


Her mother ate with us most evenings, but tonight, for some reason, she’d stayed in town. Mother shot an inscrutable look at Father before fixing her gaze on her plate and softly replying, “I think she’s feeling a little uprooted is all.” Somehow that put a damper on things. The atmosphere in the dining room took on that peculiar itchy quality you feel on hot summer evenings when the sky is empty but the air is so thick and heavy you just know a storm’s on the horizon. I glanced from face to face, finding them all veiled with secrets. James stopped his teasing and spooned food into his mouth with a voraciousness unusual even for him. Father cleared his throat and reached for the bread. I self-consciously drained my goblet of milk, trying not to gurgle under Mother’s pensive gaze. We finished our meal to the sound of scraping forks and the weighty silence of something left unsaid. Really, the air pressed on us—or on me, anyway—like an iron. So as soon as the table was cleared, and the leftovers returned to the icebox, and the dishes washed, dried, and stacked, I hurried upstairs. Each of us, in fact, settled in solitude into some part of the house: Father to pore over his newspapers (he was editor of the local one, the Plowman’s Dispatch); Mother to embroider her apron; James to black his boots; and I to curl up with my favorite book of the past six months, The Reliable Horse Care Manual for American Owners. They could have their secrets; I had some of my own.


“Rapturous” was the only word to describe my horse care manual. It was two inches thick, its gilt-edged pages bound in mahogany leather and embossed with three Arabian horse heads in brilliant gold, not the least bit dulled for the fingering they’d endured since last Christmas. That’s when James had given the book to me. It was an extravagant present and must have cost him nearly a week’s wages. My pulse quickened each time I lifted it onto my lap.


With the crickets humming and the light fading, I turned up the flame on my lamp, settled against the bed pillows, and began reading. After horses, that was my most pleasurable way to spend time.


Over the past six months, I’d worked my way through selecting a horse (already had one, thank you), structure of the perfect horse (that would be Peaches), and diseases of the bones, the glands, the muscles and tendons. Now I was up to page 293 and struggling through diseases of the chest and lungs and their horrific cures. Thank the Lord I hadn’t had to attempt any of those on Peaches. The only time I’d been able to apply any practical knowledge at all from the manual was in treating her thrush. And for that I’d had to skip ahead to the chapter on diseases of the feet.


Turning the pages in chunks, I located the spot where I’d left off and dived into the sea of tiny type. I was soon finding it hard to swallow, as I waded through paragraph after paragraph on coughs and consumption and corrosive liniments.


I suppose I was so immersed in my book that I didn’t notice the house going to sleep around me. Only when the mantel clock chimed in the parlor below did I look up to check the oil in the lamp. I realized then that James had gone to bed, and Father and Mother were in their bedroom next door. The uneven rise and fall of voices on the other side of the wall sounded as if they were quarreling. Or rather, as if Father was speechifying and Mother was listening, pale-faced and mute for the most part.


A drawer slammed shut and I heard Father mutter something about “backward thinking” and “small potatoes.” Another drawer opened and closed. Some shoes hit the wall, low and in the corner. “… thinking they could fire me? he said with heavy sarcasm. “There are bigger newspapers.” My stomach pitched a little and landed unsettled.


I struggled to focus on my book. Any disease that affects the respiratory organs, I read over for the second time, can give rise to inflammation and fever, and in consequence to cough. Father’s grumblings faded into the background. Should the inflammation and fever be neglected and thus become chronic—


“What about her horse?” It was Mother’s voice this time, quiet as a breeze riffling through her lace curtains, yet clear as a jangling alarm to me. I sat up fast, straining to hear Father’s response.


“Time we all made changes,” is what I thought I heard, along with some less than flattering comments about “willfulness” and “a disturbing lack of propriety.” But then, “For God’s sake,” he said, loudly enough for the neighbors down the road to hear, “she doesn’t even wear shoes.” My face burned.


For a while, a silence as heavy as a roar enveloped our house. I remained rigidly upright in my bed, imagining it a small boat on a storm-tossed sea. I braced for the wave that would drown me.


There was more talk, more planning, which I only made out in syllables and phrases. My heart beat faster and faster. Right on the other side of the wall, my life was being decided and all I could do was grip the sheets and listen. What about Peaches? I wanted to scream. I heard Father climb into bed, heard him punch his pillow into place. There was more silence. Out by the garden, an owl hooted. I kept listening. Before long Father’s snoring took up a steady rhythm.


Then I heard Mother. Her voice sounded pinched and achingly sad. “She won’t understand.”


“What?” Father had been startled awake.


“I said, she won’t understand.”


The bedsprings creaked as Father harrumphed and rolled over. “It’s just a horse,” he said all too clearly. “And she’s just a girl. She’ll forget about it the minute we get to Boston. Now, good night.”


The next day dawned clear and sunny, with no trace of a storm, though one had surely blown through. And one of their secrets was revealed: It was a plan to change me—to tie me to a tomato stake, as it were, and fasten me up tight and make me grow a certain way. Father had ordered it and, in compliance, Mother had quietly paired my shoes and set them by the nightstand before I awoke. She’d laid my corset on my bed too, where I couldn’t miss it. She always complied. Much earlier in her life, someone had tied her to a stake, and while she’d grown tall and rigid, there wasn’t much color to her. She hadn’t had enough oxygen.
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IT ALL HAPPENED SO FAST, I WENT COMPLETELY NUMB. One minute, it seemed, I was brushing Peaches in the warm, sweet-smelling air of a stable and the next I was imprisoned in a damp tower. In reality it was the stoop-shouldered attic room of a narrow brick townhouse that gasped between dozens of other identical brick townhouses along a cobblestone street in Boston. Father had taken a job as managing editor of a small newspaper there. A shroud of sea fog pressed against the room’s one tiny window. The wallpaper curled away from the seams, and odors of stale smoke and wet potatoes clung so heavily to the walls that my throat clamped shut. Just one day after moving there I could no longer smell Peaches on my clothes. I could barely breathe.


I’d thrown a fit when Peaches was sold and led away—childish, I admit, because it was a pure, raving-berserker fit. That had only added to what appeared to be Father’s growing disdain for me. Stonily peering through the gold rims of his spectacles, he’d said, “You’ve none but yourself to blame. Time’s overdue for some changes.” And then, with his judgment passed and, I suppose, while waiting for me to make those changes, he’d stopped speaking to me. Other than the necessary civilities of “Pardon me” and “Please pass the salt,” our wordless battle had marched across the country.


All during the packing, all during the wagon ride to the station and the long train ride and the carriage ride at the opposite end, I sat motionless and numb. Mother petted my shoulder. “When God closes a door, he opens a window,” she said, and I wanted to scream, Is that what you’re calling Father now? James threw his arm around me and tried to point out scenes of interest. Grandmother was the only one who didn’t try to console me. She sat clutching her Bible and staring at the receding horizon, lost in her own misery.


For two whole days after we arrived I lay in my attic bedroom and watched the colorless ceiling shift from morning’s gloom to evening’s shadows. I watched a spider take hours to spin an intricate web and then cling to its outer edge, hungry and alone, waiting for something to happen. I lay so still that a mouse ran across my foot, pausing to sample a button on my shoe with his sharp teeth before lifting his head to sniff in my direction, whiskers atwitch, and scampering on.


For two whole days I stayed like that. Thinking and wondering. Remembering and wanting. On the third day I rose.


It was terribly early; the sky was black as pitch. The house, this strange house in a strange city, where we were all crammed together, was still. Yet I knew something was about to happen. I could sense it. Sitting upright and wadding the coverlet between my fingers, I held my breath and listened. Down the street came the heavy clop-clop of a tired horse pulling a delivery wagon. A wash of silence spilled in behind him. I waited. The mouse and what sounded like thirty of his friends thumped between the walls. Somewhere out in the harbor, a ship moaned. Then more silence. Under the eaves outside my window, the pigeons began chittering uneasily. Stiff tail feathers scraped along the bricks as the birds shuffled nervously back and forth. My leg twitched once, then again. The hairs on my arms rose to attention. Something was definitely going to happen.


That’s one of my secrets. Ever since I was a little girl, my legs have gotten a strange, twitchy feeling right before something important happens. The feeling isn’t frequent. And Father would call it girlish nonsense, especially when nothing at all happens afterward. But, often enough to raise the gooseflesh on my arms, when my legs begin twitching my life is about to take a sudden turn.


Two floors below me, the mantel clock began chiming the hour and I counted along with it. Before I could whisper “four,” I was jolted right out of my bed by the raucous jangling of a fire alarm. Dogs barked, men shouted. And even though our house was around the corner and down the street from the neighborhood fire station, the noisy clatter of hooves seemed to charge right through my room. My heart banged wildly. Swept up in the frenzy, I leaped back onto my bed. I twisted the sheets until they were near to ropy reins and hung on every sound. The choppy hoofbeats turned rhythmic: The firehorses were coming together under harness. There was a shrill whinny from one and an answering call from another. The men shouted orders. My breath came faster. The staccato quickened as the horses leaned into their work, then built to a seamless thunder as they turned the corner and raced past our house toward the fire. Like a summer storm, they were here and gone, leaving me panting.


It’s a powerful tonic, listening to horses gallop. Clutching the pillow to my chest, I played the hoofbeats over and over in my head, until the silence subdued them. In the emptiness of the ordinary, and as my breathing eased, I began to wonder about the twitching. What did it mean?


The alarm must have awakened Grandmother, too, because in the room directly below me, I heard her talking to herself. Cocking an ear, I could tell she was quoting Scripture. It’s funny how you can hear something and instantly smell something, when the two don’t seem at all related. At that moment, in the darkness of my room, I smelled bacon. And I remembered a Sunday back in Wesleydale, after church, when Grandmother and I had been working in the kitchen together. I’d promised her to secrecy, then haltingly sought her opinion of my twitching legs.


Grandmother, a woman who was dependably unperturbed, didn’t so much as bat an eye. “God has given you a gift,” she replied brightly. She tapped my nose with a finger that still smelled of breakfast: butter and flour and bacon grease.


We were rolling out biscuit dough, and I’d been cogitating on the sermon that morning, which had been about Adam and Eve in the Garden and how it was a sin to try to know too much. “Do you think Reverend Wyeth would call it a gift?” I asked.


Grandmother snorted, dismissing my question as easily as a horse swishes away a bothersome fly. “No, I don’t expect that he would. That’s because he’s a man, and men don’t like what they don’t understand.” She slammed the biscuit cutter hard into the dough and twisted it sharply. “And I expect that’s why God gave this gift to you, a girl, or young woman, I should say, since you’re taller than me now. At any rate, Rachel dear, don’t you ignore those twitchy feelings. They’re heaven-sent, I’m sure of it. Use them as your compass to the world around you.” She deftly twisted a few more circles out of the dough, plopping them onto the baking sheet, then looked at me. There was a twinkle in her eyes. “And let me know if you get a feeling for which horse is going to win the mile at this year’s fair. I’ll place a large bet with that know-it-all Mr. Schmidt.”


She’d laughed back then and popped a pinch of dough into my mouth. But that laugh, like that scene, had taken place half a nation away from here. She didn’t laugh much anymore, ever since Father insisted she move with us to Boston. She’d left her husband buried there; she’d left her beloved garden; and, it seemed, she’d left her laughter.


There was a time when she quoted the Psalms, the verses of joy and praise. But now she was stuck in the last book of the Bible, the Revelation of St. John. It seemed she was just waiting to die. “Fear God, and give glory to him,” she recited now, “for the hour of his judgment is come….”
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BEFORE IT WAS FULL LIGHT, I WAS DRESSED. I WAITED, listening, as one by one the other members of my family rose, performed their toiletries, and passed over the hall’s creaking floorboards and down the stairs. I thought I heard Grandmother mention my name, but there was only silence afterward, during which I imagined a shaking head. I was grateful they’d stopped pestering me to join them. When the upstairs was empty, I tiptoed down from my attic bedroom and stood in the hall, gazing out one of the tall, narrow windows there.


Fog clouded the small, rectangular courtyard attached to our townhouse, but I knew what was hidden there: a broken-roofed, thoroughly disheveled carriage shed. I’d poked through it on our arrival, halfheartedly expecting to find a horse inside. The lone stall was empty, of course, and stacked with rubbish, its rough planks thick with dust and cobwebs. When I’d stepped onto the desiccated bedding, a rat had scurried up and over one of the planks. But the lingering smells! I closed my eyes and drew them again to mind: a haze of horse sweat, a dried sweetness that spoke of grain, even a hint of oiled leather. The abandoned place was, all in all, completely splendid. And though I didn’t have a plan yet, I knew that that carriage shed—and what went in it—was going to be my salvation.


Maybe life in Boston wasn’t going to be so terribly awful. It was Saturday; something good had always happened on Saturdays. My heart gave a hopeful buck and I sucked in a deep breath. The unforgiving corset squelched such whimsy. Like a rabbit being squeezed between the jaws of a trap, I started to panic. I couldn’t breathe. Holding onto the sill, I fought for one shallow breath after another, the corset all the while grimly clutching me with its bony stays. Almost a full minute passed until I’d gotten enough air to forcibly slow my heaving ribs. How was I ever going to get used to wearing such an uncomfortable contraption?


With a last longing look outside, I continued on down the stairwell. This was the darkest part of the house, perfect for protecting the delicate colors of Father’s butterfly collection. The five frames hung there were the first things he’d unpacked. I tried to ignore them, as I had at home. To me they seemed a celebration of death, of the cruel capture of something once beautiful and vulnerable. I didn’t have to turn my head to know that each winged creature was stretched between four pins. Centered below each was a tiny label, somewhat yellowed, listing its Latin name in a small, typeset font. Father hadn’t added his own handwriting to his collection; he hadn’t even collected them by his own hand. Instead, he’d paid boys back in Wesleydale to bring him butterflies. If he approved, he kept a few select specimens. Shuddering, I hurried past, and for the hundredth time wondered how many butterflies had been killed without ever meeting his approval.


From the bottom stair I could see that Father and James were in the dining room, and I could hear Mother and Grandmother in the kitchen. They were quarreling over tea preparation, their voices easily carrying through the thin walls of this pasteboardy house.


“Don’t use my good china if you’re just going to make dirty water,” Grandmother was scolding.


“Tea isn’t supposed to be the color of mud,” Mother replied impassively. “I’m steeping it for exactly one and a half minutes. That’s the way Mr. Selby takes it.”


“But I’m going to be drinking it too!” The wooden joints of the kitchen table groaned as Grandmother leaned her weight against it. “Good Lord. You’re sending me to the Pearly Gates with a belly full of backwash.”


“I wish you wouldn’t talk that way, Mother. You’re not going to die.”


“Well, then, I have a news item for you, Nora: We’re all going to die. And I the sooner because—”


“—you’re older?”


“No, because I can’t get a decent cup of tea in this house. Since you’ve dragged me across the nation to die, the least you could do is brew me a decent cup of tea.”


The door to the dining room swung open and Mother, carrying the tea tray, entered. She was followed by Grandmother, who plopped into her chair with a loud sigh of distress. To distract them from their argument, I quickly slipped into the room and into my chair.


“Rachel!” Mother set down the tray and gave me a hug. “I’m so pleased that you’ve joined us. Are you feeling better?” She passed a cool hand across my forehead. “Would you like something to eat? I’ve some porridge ready, or would you prefer eggs?” Before I could answer, she disappeared into the kitchen. I heard the icebox opened. “There’s still some ham from last night,” she called, “with a few potatoes?”


“No, the porridge is enough. Thank you.”


Father remained hidden behind his newspaper, but James leered across the table with one of his patented grins. “Mrs. Rip Van Winkle, I presume? Or Sleeping Beauty?”


Blushing, I busied myself preparing a cup of tea the way I liked it: equal amounts of milk and the brown stuff, sweetened with two heaping spoonfuls of sugar. Grandmother had already poured hers. I could tell by the way she was briskly stirring her milky brew, clanking the spoon against the china cup with the agitation of an eggbeater, that she was on to one of her prickly days.


“It’s a wonder anyone can sleep with those fire alarms sounding at all hours,” she grumbled. “That’s the second one in three days.” She bit into a biscuit, leaving a bead of jam glistening on the fuzz of her upper lip. “Your father’s learned,” she said after swallowing, “that it was Hansen’s Livery that burned last night—burned to the ground. More than thirty horses lost.”


Even with the milk, the tea tore a hole through my stomach. Thirty horses! Dead! Horrid images filled my head: panic-stricken horses pawing at their wooden cells, charred and twisted bodies stretched stiff and silent. Mother set a bowl of porridge in front of me and I had to look away.


“Such a shame,” she murmured.


“Damned morning papers!” Father exclaimed suddenly. “They-”


“Mr. Selby, please.”


“—have all the most timely news.” Father thrust his paper aside to stab at the meat and potatoes on his plate, taking in a huge mouthful. Pages from several other newspapers were spread open on the table. Mother seemed to have given up complaining about the ink stains on her linens. “How does one compete with them?” He looked around the table, but knowing he’d provide his own answer, none of us said a word. “My only consolation,” he went on shortly, “is that the Argus, being an evening paper, can provide what they can’t. And do you know what that is?” Again, we remained mute, our audience of faces turned toward his. “Editorial examination. Thoughtful, complete, and direct. Helps people know how they should think. That’s where you get your money’s worth. Facts and insight.” He waved his fork in the air. “Not a damned speck of insight in the morning papers! Take a look for yourselves. Just one ridiculous recipe after another for face cream or foot powder or … or … Professor Flint’s horse tonic.”


Mother had taken her place at the opposite end of the table. She was pushing at the wrinkles in the tablecloth, a habit of hers when she was bordering on being upset. “Mr. Selby,” she began in a whisper-soft voice, “your language. I really wish that you—”


“And that’s why this livery fire could prove serendipitous.”


“Serendipitous!” Grandmother countered, angling for a fight. “What makes you think it was an accident?”


Father peered over his spectacles. To a stranger, it might seem he was sizing her up, but he well knew this opponent. Secretly, I think he lived for these debates; maybe they both did. I also think that’s why he insisted Grandmother move to Boston with us. She was the only one who challenged him. “There are not yet facts,” he emphasized his favorite word, “to prove that it was an accident or that it wasn’t. I use the term serendipitous as it applies to my good fortune. In the past two days I have been searching for some topic, some problem here in Boston that needs solving. Something to hang my hat on, so to speak—or to light a fire under the readers of the Argus. And it just may be Boston’s readiness—or lack thereof—to fight fires. With the Great Chicago Fire having wreaked its devastation just last year, the public needs to examine the state of asbestos in Boston. So that’s why this livery fire may be quite convenient.”


My toes curled at the thought of thirty dead horses being “convenient” for Father.


Grandmother snorted and leaned forward. “Your good fortune, is it? Did you stop to consider that last night’s fire has nothing to do with serendipity but everything to do with the Almighty’s displeasure?” Quite the opposite of her own daughter, Grandmother relished fanning the flames. “I remind you of Reverend Wyeth’s last sermon: ‘For behold”’—she rapped her knife on the table for emphasis—“‘the Lord will come with fire and with his chariots like a whirlwind.’”


Father made a showy pretense of curbing his smirk. “I do hope he’s not coming today,” he retorted, one hand in the air. “I have a newspaper to get out.”


“That’s blasphemy!” Grandmother rapped her knife again.


“That’s business!”


James, always the peacemaker in our family, interrupted. “Speaking of fire,” he said, “I heard that the chief at the station around the corner is hiring. I thought about going over there this morning.”


“Oh, James,” Mother murmured, “you’re not old enough for such dangerous work.”


“A smoke-eater!” Father tore into the idea as readily as his meat. “Of course you’re old enough. You’re nineteen …?”


“Next year. Eighteen now, but that’s good enough for polishing brass.”


“Polishing brass! Ha! You’ll be a driver and nothing less. After some of those wild-eyed broomtails you drove for Elbert Hubbard, these city teams will seem as docile as oxen. Why, I’ll match you against any driver they can put up and we’ll see who gets to the fire first!”


Mother was pressing the wrinkles with ever more vigor. “I still don’t think that-”


Father ran her over. “And say, once you’re hired on, maybe you can get me the inside story. You know, talk with the men; see what they think about this city’s readiness. I’ve learned there’s been a rash of fires recently. Maybe they’re somehow connected.”


“I’ve told you they’re connected,” Grandmother crowed.


“I think I’ll boil some more water for tea,” Mother said, leaving her food uneaten. “Would anyone like some more tea?” She looked around futilely before gliding out of the room.


James caught my eye. Something was up. “How about walking over with me? I’m told the firehorses are brought out every morning for exercise and viewing by the public. You’d like to see them, wouldn’t you?”


No corset could contain it: My heart bucked hard. “That would be wonderful.”


“Good. As soon as you’re finished eating, we’ll go. It’s half past eight already, and I’d like to speak with the chief as soon as possible.”


“I’m finished,” I said, pushing back the chair. It occurred to me that James still planned amusements for me as if I were a child of five rather than a girl nearly sixteen. And I continued to follow. Oh, well.


Mother returned to the dining room in time to hear our plans. “Oh, I’m sorry, dear,” she said to me, “but you can’t go. Mr. Selby has made arrangements for your grandmother and you and me to sit for a photograph.” She clasped her hands together, maybe for Father’s benefit. “Won’t that be lovely?”


I wanted to bolt.


“There should be time to do both,” James said.


“The appointment is for eleven thirty sharp,” Father warned. “It won’t reflect well on me if you’re late.” He folded his newspaper and stood. “Besides,” he said, without even glancing in my direction, “I don’t think your sister needs to be socializing with horses. We’ve had quite enough of that in the past.” He pulled his watch from his pocket, muttered a calculation to himself, and left the room with a perfunctory nod. Snatching his hat from the hallway, he hurried out the front door.
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