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Chapter 1

THIS GUY WAS ALWAYS SUCH A faker, acting like I’d killed him, broken his leg, whatever. I bit back my growl, because he’s the over-sensitive type. With some, it works to improve manners but with the fakers, and I have a few on my list, I have to keep my grrs inside. I’d whacked him in the ribs twenty minutes earlier, but it taught him nothing. With his leg over my thigh and a freshly driven nail sticking out the side of his hoof, it could be so unhealthy to add serious kicking to the mix. He’d already scraped a layer of flesh off my inner wrist when I trimmed this hoof. Now he was rocking, swaying back and forth as though he lacked the God-given balance anyone with a leg in every corner has. I just hate it when they rock. Did he hear music under those big ears? Need his skull wrapped in tin foil? I gritted my teeth and twisted the nail point off in the apex of my hammer’s claws.

My client pursed her lips together, looking prissy and pissy while fiddling with the lead rope. Always fussing with the rope. And she’d about fainted when I slapped her boy. Patsy-Lynn Harper doesn’t buy her clothes in a big enough size and she has that ridiculous white-blonde hair piled up over thin, dark eyebrows. And now she had those silly eyebrows pinched up in pointless worry. It’s easy to see the overgrown Paint comes by his flair for fretting honestly.

But today was worse than usual. Patsy-Lynn had been in a tizzy from the moment I walked into her immaculate barn. She’d been on the phone saying in her southern drawl what a bad idea something or other was. She’d hung up pretty quick when she saw me. On this visit, I saw Spartacus had a scrape on one hind leg. It wasn’t enough to worry about, just a little skin missing, but Patsy-Lynn had dabbed ointment all over it. She said that she thought he’d hurt himself, kicking out some of the pasture fence. Earlier in the week she’d found a broken board.

The horse leaned again, putting so much weight on me that he was basically asking to get the flat of my rasp across his ribs. I don’t know how my legs held both of us or how I found the fortitude to not beat the daylights out of him. The footing helped. One fine thing about the Harpers being on my client list is their setup, that’s got to be said. The barn is sunrise-pretty and well-built, with these brick-looking rubber cushions lining the aisle. I could see the heels of my boots biting into the flooring and I told my knees to hang in there, drove two more nails home, then twisted off the points quick as I could.

Wearing what Guy calls my Wood Plank face, I told myself I’d be out of there in fifteen minutes. I drove and wrung the last nail then released the hoof from between my knees. With one hand, I reached for my clinchers and rasp while the other brought his foot forward to my hoof stand. Soon as I did his clinches, I prettied things up with the rasp and lied to Spartacus as I patted him.

“You’re a good fella.” I turned to put my tools in the truck.

Patsy-Lynn hollered for her barn-help to come fetch her baby and take him back to his stall.

I hate it when clients call critters “baby.” My dog, Charley? He’s not my baby. My horse, Red? Also not my baby.

Barn-Help brought his blue-check-shirted, bow-legged self up from where he’d been mucking stalls, rolled his eyes, and shot me a glance to see if at least I appreciated him. He was a new guy, I was pretty sure. Patsy-Lynn Harper does go through the help.

She fiddled with a cross-tie like she had the whole day to kill and I guess she did. These people who don’t work, I don’t know how they can pass all the hours on their hands. It seems like she must have filled quite a lot of time buying stuff. The Flying Cross started looking pretty snazzy after Mr. Winston Harper married Patsy-Lynn last year. She set to marking her new territory by purging the help and redecorating. She’d scored big, marrying a rich older fellow whose only kid was already raised. Even the barn was repainted, with lots of fancy new touches to impress the horses. They now have mud-free paddocks all year—and that’s a real accomplishment on the edge of the Cascade Mountains—because she bought those grids-over-gravel things that cost about a gajillion bucks a square foot. The new stainless steel mini-fridge at the far end of the barn aisle where she kept vaccines and cold drinks glimmered.

The stall down there had its top door shut so some new horse couldn’t stick its head out. Patsy-Lynn hurried past it with a couple sodas and raised a Diet Coke in my direction like an offer, but I was humping my anvil up to the tailgate and didn’t exactly have a free hand. If I ever drop that mother on my foot, I won’t be able to work for a month or two.

She studied her barn-help as he latched Spartacus’s stall door. “You have to watch them every minute,” she whispered to me. “That last guy got my new hedge trimmer.”

Just as the barn-help hung Spartacus’s halter on the stall door hook, the stud kicked. Patsy-Lynn looked gratified that her horse shared her opinion.

“Your last barn-help made off with your hedger?” I asked.

“A day labor fellow I had in here for pruning the orchard and a few other things.” She shook her head and popped her gum. “Well, Rain, six weeks from today to re-shoe, ’kay, hon? And let’s make it first thing in the morning, ’kay?”

When she started calling me Rain was when I shortened Patsy-Lynn. And I’m not her hon. And not everybody can be first thing in the morning, for crying out loud. She hadn’t liked today’s afternoon appointment when we scheduled it the month before last. Seems she’s used to being first.

“’Kay, Pats.” I ignored her frown and penciled in the next date and time—it did turn out to be first thing on a Monday morning, six weeks to the day—in my appointment book and then on a card that I gave her even though she tried to wave it away. To survive, I need to be more business-like in this thing, so I got these cards and the appointment book and I might get a sign for my truck doors. It’s hard to picture Ol’ Blue with a sign on the doors, but it’d be some cheap advertising.

Patsy-Lynn entered the date in her phone, then wrote it on the big hanging barn calendar—for the hired help, I reckon.

I finished putting up my tools then used my cooling bucket’s water to rinse my hands and arms. In a fit of helping, Patsy-Lynn had once dumped my bucket while I was putting my anvil stand in the truck. It has to go in a certain way. Before I could stop myself, I’d given her a whole lecture about how I liked to wash off my hands and arms in my bucket, last thing. Never, never dump a horseshoer’s water bucket.

Patsy-Lynn acts like it makes her all kinds of cool to have a woman shoer. When she babbles about women getting to do all kinds of jobs, I just ache to ask if she’s ever done any at all.

This afternoon she about shocked me by asking if I wanted to stay for a coffee and chat. She offered this up like it was some sort of rare gift. She’d gab all day no doubt if I could stay and stand it, but this is how I feed myself and make my rent and truck payments and I can’t hang around jawing with some bored, rich housewife.

She chirped about how welcome I was to hang with her for a bit. Said she could show me the catalog picture of the new paneling she’d ordered for the tack room. Does her husband know how much money she wastes on decorating? I made it plain to Patsy-Lynn’s pinched face that I had another client scheduled. Confussed—Guy calls it “confussed” when someone acts confused and fussy—might have been her state of mind. Seems all she needed was some girl time. All I needed was to get the Flying Cross in my rearview mirror.

I drove Ol’ Blue through the ranch gate onto Oldham lane. Down the road a piece, a vehicle straddled the centerline, going around a pretend-cowboy in a brown leather hat who was walking down the road. This is ranchland, with shoulderless roads. I pulled Ol’ Blue all the way to the side as the shiny, black-windowed truck nearly took me out, grinding the gears with every shift, right down the middle of the road even after he’d passed the dude afoot. I called him a foul name before I remembered I’d sworn off cursing in my pledge to become a better person.

My last client of the day, Abby Langston, lived with her daddy across the highway from the Harpers. This is hilly country where black basalt ribs through the grass. Over here in the west part of Butte County, every coastal evergreen grows, just not as tall because we have less rain than the coast. We have the pines. Lodgepoles, Ponderosas, Yellow and Sugar pines shed their needles on the forest floor, making for soft trails amid the spruce, fir, and cedars. This is the trick of central Oregon—it doesn’t know whether to be like the rugged, thick-treed coast or the high east deserts. A few quiet dirt roads on the outskirts have the land looking more like green brush, and the meadows in there are mostly man-made. It makes for wonderful trail riding and a lot of one-horse places, like the Langstons and their neighbors.

Keith Langston is a banker in our little town of Cowdry, a divorced guy raising his daughter. I get the idea that Abby isn’t swapped between the parents every year or two like I was.

When my back’s aching and the day’s been full enough—mid-afternoon can feel tired when I’ve done four full shoeings, especially right after finishing a stud like Spartacus—my mood will always improve upon clinching the last hind foot on the last horse. Ol’ Blue rattled over the cattle guard that put me on the semi-rural street where the Langstons live, and I smiled big.

Abby Langston is one of those cutie preteen girls that make the horse industry. She keeps her little Arabian in the field back of the house and thinks it’s the smartest and most beautiful horse in the world. Her tack room’s decorated with pictures cut out of magazines, flashy Arab shots mostly. Arabs at the Nationals, an Arab climbing Cougar Rock at Tevis, lots of other endurance pictures, a few shots of Ride and Tie, the whackadoo team sport that combines trail riding and running.

Abby rides bareback and sometimes without a bridle. She’s polite and so’s the mare. Liberty’s always clean, bug-sprayed, and stands quietly when I’m doing her feet. I was looking forward to an easy appointment.

A hex was what I put on myself. Liberty twisted around and whinnied across her pasture over and over. It was like shoeing a drunk pogo stick.

“No,” Abby told her mare, snapping the lead rope. “You stand still.” The kid’s face puckered in consternation and she growled at her horse, just like I’d taught her.

Good girl. If Abby doesn’t get stupid as she goes teenybopper, she’ll be less like I was. We could have been sisters if I could go back to pre-teenybopper times. My braid’s longer now, but at her age I’d had that same shoulder length, straight brown hair, thick as any mane, bangs, and brown eyes with teeth that might have wanted braces. In the last couple years, I became a trim one too, like Abby is already.

At the Langstons’, there are no rubber mats and no covered barn aisle for me to work in, but Abby has the place swept up and a manure fork’s at the ready in case Liberty lifts her tail. No shoer wants to stand in a fresh pile of horse apples.

Abby gets a nod from me because she does all her own barn chores. She’s one of those little girls who’d ached for a horse, thought them and dreamed them and loved them with her every breath before she ever scored Liberty. I’d been one of those girls and I understood the need completely. When I was with my mama, I’d had to fill that hole with the Black Stallion books, Black Beauty, National Velvet, the My Friend Flicka trilogy, Misty of Chincoteague, and the like. I still picked up beater copies and gave them to Abby, getting the girl properly book-equipped, and she pretty well worshipped me for the favor, especially for the last find, one every little lover of Arabians needs, King of the Wind.

Liberty has big feet for an Arab and the horn quality is nice, not those brittle, shelly hooves like my first horse of the day. That Thoroughbred had needed shoes but the owner just wanted a barefoot trim. A lot of horses don’t pick their people too careful, but little Liberty chose fine. The mare’s always been a good weight. Abby doesn’t give in to the temptation to equate food with love. She keeps treats down to a few carrots and feeds sensibly. Plus, obvious from the fact that I can never reset, but always have to shape fresh shoes for Liberty, Abby rides the dickens out of her mare.

Standing back now, I could see this dancey horse was getting a belly.

“Abby,” I said, “what—”

She waved furiously with both hands for me to quiet down, looking around quick like someone might hear us. There was nothing to see but maples, cottonwoods, and evergreens one direction. The other way stretched neighbors’ pastures, then the distant buttes and hills. Still, Abby shot a guilty look all around and hissed for me to shush.

I don’t like kids telling me what to do. I was a kid too recently to give up the scrap of respect I have for being a decade older than Abby. She saw the growl coming up my throat and looked apologetic quick enough.

“I can’t say anything yet,” she whispered.

I gave her a solid You’re Full of Crap look.

Abby’s face was desperate, pale. “He’ll kill me.”

“Huh?” I reached for her shoulder, but she clammed up and went to wringing her hands, staring at the faraway hills of Black Ridge.

“Really, Rainy. He’ll kill me.”

If drama’s what I wanted, I’d have stayed with my mama the last bit I lived with either of my folks. Truth is, I was enough of a disagreeable badger in my teens that neither of my parents could hardly stand me, and the feeling was mutual. Looking back, the real problem was that I couldn’t stand myself and I viewed anyone with the bad sense to be related to me as highly suspect.

Mama said I made her look old and that could hurt her career, such as it was. As if she was ever going to go from shampoo and food commercials to a big screen star. I used to call her “Mama” every chance I found, just to watch her wrinkle.

None of that’s Abby Langston’s business and maybe her suddenly misbehaving mare being pregnant’s not my business, so I shut up and shod the horse.





Chapter 2

PULLING OL’ BLUE UP TO THE little one-bedroom house on the last acre of Vine Maple Lane, that’s me coming home these days. It’s a well-named lane, braced with old cottonwoods that dwarf the scraggly vine maple shrubs. Come fall, the brush is the first thing to turn bronze, distracting us from winter’s approach. All’s green now. The dangling chains of yellow flowers from the big maple in the pasture mean that May’s here.

The house doesn’t look like spring exactly. Guy probably wasn’t the first owner to let the garage be a spare bedroom, seeing as how there’s also a carport hitched onto the north side of the house. The winter rains mold or rust anything standing still, so any kind of a roof over the head is helpful. The house has clapboard siding with peeling paint, letting everyone know that though it’s blue now, it used to be yellow. The trim looks like it was always white. The little front stoop’s steps and railing are just gray-weathered wood. Soon as I pulled up, someone came down those sagging steps.

A tall, lanky-built guy with a cold drink and a smile is a real nice sight. It’s scary sometimes, like I don’t know whose life this is. This is a better person’s world, not mine, but it’s kind of working for now. I shut off Ol’ Blue, easy in the fresh silence.

Guy handed me his drink while Charley bumped at his heels to get a greeting in, too. “Your lettering is here,” he said, drying his hands on the tail of his rugby jersey. He has this group of friends with names like Biff and Chip and Buddy for poker and rugby. The first hobby explains why he hardly ever has to use an ATM and the second explains his crooked nose.

“My lettering is here,” I said, because when it’s hard to understand Guy even though I got every word, well, one way of letting him know he needs to use more words is to repeat what he says so he can hear he’s making no sense.

“Come see.” He went up the steps and held the door open for me. In the corner where the dinette sits lay a wide sheet of letter decals he’d ordered from someplace online.

In a big arc over the house phone number, the decal read: DALE’S HORSESHOEING.

“Oh, the lettering you were thinking about ordering, to go on the truck door.” I was generally a C student, except for the four hundred or so days I skipped.

When we’d kicked around the idea of getting lettering, I thought it would go on the door and Guy thought it should go on the camper shell. I’d told him it was called a topper and I hadn’t even bothered explaining to him there’s topper people and there’s camper shell people. Anyways, he’d gone ahead and bought the size to go on the door. Now Ol’ Blue would be a rolling advertisement for my business.

Guy got himself a glass of iced tea. We’re likely the only two-legged critters to come out of the Texas panhandle not liking sweet tea. It’s an amazing thing that we found each other here near the end of the Oregon Trail. Amazing we’re together anyways, me shoeing and eating his cooking, him cooking and helping me get set as a shoer.

Was it just convenience? A sexy, good guy with a pasture and empty garage to use as a bedroom, a hookup that didn’t unlatch?

Fixing to tell Guy about Abby’s mare and the kid going skeezy, I thought back. He’d gotten me that client, too. Keith Langston had bought the pony a few months before Guy and I met up. Guy knew Langston from the bank in town.

Now Guy got dopey-looking and sort of beamed at me before he got busy confussing me again.

“The truck,” he announced.

“Mmm.” I closed my eyes and took a long pull of tea. The cold glass soothed my hand.

“Why did you call it the truck?”

I opened one eye and gave him a look that was supposed to mean Because It’s A Truck. But he wasn’t grabbing, just grinning, so I gave him another eye and another look. This one meant Because It’s A Truck, Stupid.

Still, Guy stood there all expectant.

If he wanted to be thick as mud, he could do his own stirring. It’s hard to think of a reason why I should have to beg a man to make himself clear. He knows I wish he’d just speak his mind.

Then it seemed like he all the sudden remembered my yearning for clarity. “It’s just that I think most people would use the possessive pronoun. Most would say my truck and I’ve noticed you’re saying the truck and I’m wondering when that started and what it means.”

Eyeballing him some more was my best option.

Guy grinned, looking chock full of delight, then popped his eyebrows up and asked, “Do you know?”

“No idea.”

When Guy talks like this, I don’t even have any idea why I’m in the room with him. If I wasn’t already puppydog tired, it would have been a fine thing to slay him with my old rounding hammer, pop his eyes out with my hoof level, do dentistry on his molars with my clinchers and any other good new uses for my trade tools I could think up.

Guy was ready to discourse. “It might be that you’re not thinking of property in terms of yours or mine. You’re thinking of us and the future. Maybe you’re finally relaxing a little bit about living together and—”

For one thing, we don’t live together, I just rent his garage for a sleeping place. I was all set to congratulate myself on the awesome power of my scowl, ’cause he shut up like he’d slapped himself. But it was just a new subject.

“Oh,” Guy said. “Look, something happened. I should have told you right away. It’s upsetting. I don’t know how I managed to get distracted. You looked cute, as always, and you’re adorable when you’re dirty from work and there I go again.”

We nodded together, ’cause, yeah, there he did go again.

Guy took a serious sip of air. “Well, I’m sorry, this really is bad.”

I waited, since that seemed to be the only thing I could do. We were both pretty quiet while Guy’s mood got softer still.

“The police were here,” he said.

“Po-lice?” I said it proper, like the two-word way it was pronounced in my part of Texas.

“Po-lice.” Guy nodded. “Well, Mrs. Harper, Patsy-Lynn Harper, she’s . . . they said someone found her body.”

I set my tea down and realized my hand that hadn’t been holding the glass was cold, too. Maybe I looked confussed because Guy said it again, in another way.

“Your client, Mrs. Harper, is dead.”





Chapter 3

GUY MADE LIKE TO HUG ME, but I was having none of that. There was stuff to know and I gave him a look to say so.

He put his hand over mine.

“She’s dead?” My mind spun hard to get wrapped around this thing. Death was a specter bad enough to say twice. “Really? Dead?”

Guy nodded.

“How’d she die?”

“I think she killed herself.”

That didn’t fit with Patsy-Lynn sprucing up the ranch she married into.

Didn’t fit with her being so chatty with me.

“Why?” I didn’t mean to ask out loud.

“Well,” Guy said, taking his time here, “I don’t know. People have issues, stuff you don’t know about them. Problems or demons or things of that nature.”

He was dead right, but I shook my head anyway. Guy’s mother teaches people how to analyze others and his father is an economist who lectures on incentives. I kind of hate it when I can hear their learning in him. Makes me glad that he turned away from that professor life after his bachelor’s degree, followed his heart to cooking school.

“But, Guy, you said you think she killed herself, like you don’t know for sure.”

Again, he nodded.

I thought of Patsy-Lynn making an appointment for me to re-shoe Spartacus in six weeks. “Then why are you jumping to the conclusion that she killed herself?”

“The deputy who was here said that she was in a garage with the car running. There’s—”

“In her garage with the car running? Guy, I don’t think they have a car. It’s all trucks and quads and maybe a Jeep-like thing over there.” It’s a vehicle my daddy would call a Jap Jeep, but I’m not going to be like him.

Guy waved his hands, looking exasperated with me, which is silly, because I’m as clear as clean water. I’ve explained to Guy the difference between cars and trucks, and he claims to understand. I’ve also made clear the difference between car people and truck people. That, he doesn’t get.

“Car, truck, whatever,” he said.

“Why would she kill herself?” I fussed.

Thinking about what a death leaves behind gave me the heebie-
jeebies. Now there was a widower and, come to think of it, a stepson left behind, though he was away at college or traveling or some such. I’d never met him and I’d seen awful little of the old man. Patsy-Lynn had been the reason I got the Flying Cross account. The old man had used another shoer, but when he married her, she’d moved in and changed most everything. The horses became a bigger deal—Spartacus was grown up enough to be marketed as a stud—when Patsy-Lynn hired me to shoe. Changing the help was just her making her mark, cleaning house, I always figured. Patsy-Lynn had loved her well-run new barn she’d scored with the old man, sure enough. Made me wonder now about her husband, and how the dust would settle. Would the old man marry again?

Imagine if my folks, like Mr. Harper, had remarried. Then I’d have me a couple stepparents. I shuddered at the thought of twice as many parents to disappoint.

Guy hugged me and we both repeated how awful and hard to believe Patsy-Lynn’s sudden death was, then he gave me a side-of-the-neck caress like I was bereaved. That Guy’s a genuine sweetie, in any case.

He picked up his huge wad of keys from the kitchen counter. He’s got one for the Cascade Kitchen, the restaurant where he works, two for his so-called vehicles, and a storage unit, and who knows what else. I’ve made him stop keeping them in his pocket—they bruise during his power hugs—unless he’s about to leave the house.

“I had been about to make a run into town when the police came by. Is there anything you want from town?”

“Red’d like a sack of oats.” There had been some other reason I wanted to stop in town, but I couldn’t summon the notion. “What do you need?”

“I’m going to buy a tool.”

“Oh, dandy. What is it you want to make?” I asked, barely following the conversation. It was awful that Patsy-Lynn was gone, but why would the police come to tell me special?

“Hmm?” Then Guy sang, “If I had a hammer . . .”

He’s got a voice like a god. Not a major god, but one with some pull, definitely. So he can sing a tiny part of some stupid old song and it’s nice listening. But I’m a truth teller on almost all accounts now, so I said, “If you had a hammer, you might find you do less hammering than you think. Surely not in the morning and the evening and all night long.”

Guy went on to a whole ’nother chorus, so it had to be said. “Quit singing that stupid song.”

Silence, except his, “Well, fine.”

“Could you possibly identify what tool you want?”

“I just thought I’d go to a tool store and get a tool. I’m not too particular on what kind.”

“What, exactly, do you want to do?”

“Impress your father.”

Oh, dandy.

Some months back, Guy had the bright idea that we should be introduced to each other’s parents. My mama’s too liberal to be a Democrat and Daddy’s too conservative for the Republicans to claim him. I’d no idea where Guy’s folks fit, but he’d gotten them on the phone from Amarillo and made a big bunch of noise, telling them all about me.

Given that Guy’s parents teach college, they might not have been impressed that their son’s girlfriend hadn’t finished high school. His mother kept saying, “A fairy what? She’s a fairy?”

“Farrier, farrier,” Guy had hollered.

“Horseshoer,” I’d said.

It went like that.

“Wonderful, darling,” is what Mama said.

“I’ll see about getting a run up that way,” is what my daddy said. He’d done trucking along Interstate 10 for a long while, ever since he got too gimped up to make a ranch hand and took to driving truck for his wages. My folks split when I was five years old, and this is how I come to have the luck of being born Texan and the misfortune of being passed back and forth between California and Texas. But there is nothing my daddy can’t fix, as long as it isn’t a relationship.

We headed for the truck—my truck—to get to Cowdry. I’m not big on riding on Guy’s scooter and his little car’s an embarrassment, so we always go places together in the truck. In my truck.

Looking back, I don’t know how Patsy-Lynn slipped my mind so quick, but I’m not proud of it.

* * *

Since Abby had paid me in cash, the ready money let me pull into the 24 Fuel on the way home. An old Ford Supercab with two men, both slightly familiar by sight—the driver in a blue cowboy shirt turned toward the passenger in a dark hat—pulled out as I parked at the diesel pump. I can’t drive up to the 24 Fuel without thinking about my first time there, that night last year.

It’s where I met Guy.

Ol’ Blue had 80,000 miles and six years on when I got the loan. Part of this truck’s appeal, in addition to the hand-sized longhorn hood ornament a prior owner had added, was it already had a topper over the bed. Having a topper lets me lock up my tools. I’m not one of those shoers with a fancy, special-built unit in the truck bed with locking drawers and compartments to store everything. I counted myself lucky in managing to buy a good used pickup truck. And the first thing I did with the new-to-me truck was go searching for Red, my old horse, planning to buy him back as soon as I found him.

My old man had sold Red ten years back. I wanted to make things right with him. With the horse, I mean. At that point, I’d just wanted to get one thing right and Red was the only piece of the past I could see to fix.

The people in West Texas my daddy sold Red to had moved to Arizona and later traded him away for a mare. Then Red’s new people leased him out, eventually selling him again. Red spent time in Nevada. A farmer swapped him for a tractor. And so on, for hundreds and hundreds of miles. It took many months for me to figure out Red was up here in Oregon, but that’s where the trail ended. I hadn’t known this part of the country and didn’t know what I was going to do once I got my hands on my horse. I was just taking one step at a time.

Although I’d climbed all over my young horse when he was two and three, I hadn’t started Red; I had just planned and dreamed about when I’d make him a riding horse. But strangers got to break my horse. They took Red’s prime, but there’s still plenty of life left in a fourteen-year-old Quarter Horse.

Finding Red and buying him back took me all of a winter, but it was the best thing I’d done since graduating horseshoeing school. And while I burned with shame over the bigger thing that I hadn’t mended, I did patch things up with Red. First, I told him how sorry I was for his having been sold and traded. Horses have to say goodbye too much. I promised Red he’d never be sold again, and we’d have a good cry about lost years soon as we cleared that second-to-last owner’s property. He agreed.

Loading Red was a bear. Then I saw that I didn’t have enough diesel to get Red to the next county, much less across a western state or two, not that I had a destination. So, there I was under twittering lights at this all-night gas place, the 24 Fuel, debating with Charley, the old gold-colored Australian Shepherd I’d found on Interstate 5 just the week before.

The night we got Red back, the debate for Charley and me was whether to buy dinner out of the coolers and shelves in the 24 Fuel. He’d been hungry when I found him and I—hungry for good company—had been giving him half my food for the last week.

Then this fancy scooter-motorcycle-whatever thingy pulled in. A tall lean-muscled guy in a polo shirt and tan pants hopped off and bought himself a cup-and-a-half of gasoline for the zippy thing he rode.

Lordy, he was good looking enough to curl my ponytail. Straight blond hair, green eyes, twisty grin and a nose crooked enough to give him character. The beauty part was, this fellow studied me and clearly liked what he saw. His breath steamed in the cool night air, which showed just how hot he was, ’cause my exhales didn’t make vapor.

“I’m Guy.” He looked to be, like me, mid-twenties, and offered his hand.

I’m a gal, I wanted to say. But I didn’t say anything.

“Guy Kittredge,” he said, his right hand still waiting.

“Rainy Dale.” I shook paws because I am familiar with at least some social norms.

“Filling up, Rainy Dale?” he asked, bright as a barn.

“I believe I will.”

The scent of diesel rose as Guy started pumping my fuel, followed up with ammonia from the mighty fine job on the windshield. Ol’ Blue had probably not had such clean glass since five or six owners ago, rolling off the line in Detroit.

Then the screaming started, along with those disaster-type noises that come from a shod horse striking his steel on the inside guts of a trailer. Ol’ Blue swayed as the trailer groaned on its axles. This guy, Guy, froze mid-wipe, taking a break on the headlight-smearing job he’d given himself.

See, from day one, Red was one of those who sometimes has a switch flip in his head and suddenly a fine animal is only taking orders from Horse Planet. He’s not a joyous gift from God when he’s like this. That night, Red must have received a set of orders to behave like a lunatic and proceeded to go insane in the back of the borrowed stock trailer. The night was cool—spring is sharp and wet here—and Red’s steamy horse-breath showed, oozing out the sheet-metal seams.

Guy’s eyes went huge, then huger.

Patting my truck door as I switched the ignition partway and waited for the glow plugs, I said, “I’d better get Ol’ Blue down the road.”

“Ol’ Blue.” Guy sort of smirked, but the grin fell off his face when Red got a fresh set of orders and set to thrashing. All my horse really needed was to be moving down the road. I figured he wouldn’t be so bad if the trailer was in tow.

“Red’s not big on trailer time,” I explained.

“Red.” Guy looked ready to let his chuckle become a howl.

Charley wiggled at the window, cocking his head with questions, his uneven ears pricked up. Both his ears are shorter than when he was born, but the hair grows in long fringes that cover the old injury. He chortled his pre-woof, which seemed like an endorsement of Guy as a guy. I felt entirely safe on that front. In appreciation for Charley’s dog quality opinion, I scratched his chest. Pale fur went flying.

“This is . . .” I started to say, then reflected that I didn’t have much of a life if I was about to introduce my new pooch to some stranger at a gas station.

“Old Yeller,” Guy suggested, a look of triumph on his face like he’d cured cancer or idiocy or something. “You have the primary colors.”

The primary colors? Something was un-level in this guy’s thinking, but for some reason I didn’t feel warned off the man. Still, he needed to be set straight. “His name’s Charley. I better go and get this whackjob horse of mine unloaded somewhere for the night.”

“Where are you going?”

“I don’t know. I just need to park and let him be on some grass for a while.”

“There’s a pasture at my place. I’m about two miles down the road.” He pointed as though he really believed he was in two places at the same time.

But the thing of it was, I didn’t know where I was going to park. I was just hoping for a grassy field somewhere. Red pickets okay—I’d taught him all his ground manners when he was young—and I was going to sleep in Ol’ Blue’s cab of course, but hey, a pasture a couple miles down the road sounded pretty soon. So I’d followed this Guy fellow down to his keep, looked it over, and knew we’d be okay for the night.

Red started screaming as soon as I stopped at Guy’s place and the kicking recommenced, too. Then I made to unload.

“You’re not going in there, are you?” Guy looked horrified. I wasn’t so keen on it myself, but it wasn’t my trailer and it was my horse, so them’s, as they say, the breaks.

All this was before I knew enough about the man to see that some folks would later be inclined to call him my foo-foo boyfriend. It was before I knew he’d memorized every show tune and sings parts of every song, but with the wrong words. Before I knew I’d be living in his garage. Before I started digging myself into Butte County in general and the little town of Cowdry in particular as a professional horseshoer on her own.

It was before Guy started trying to dig into my past, which I can’t be having.

When Red’s heels came shooting back at us, Guy whistled. “Check that out!”

It’s true the horse’s feet were way too long, a couple months overdue, hoof wall beyond the shoes with just bits of clinches holding on the keg shoes some yokel had nailed on when Red was under his last so-called owners. I waited to hear the joke about the cobbler’s kid having bad shoes then remembered I had a clean slate with this guy. Guy didn’t know anything about me except that I had a truck, a dog, and a horse. He didn’t know I was a new shoer needing to create a client base so I could buy some hay and groceries. He didn’t know I’d ached for my childhood horse for years and only had him back an hour. And Guy probably thought I had enough means to own a stock trailer, but that was his mistake for jumping to conclusions.

After spending the night on a cot in Guy’s garage, first thing the next morning, I reshod my horse—a pure pleasure.

After graduating from horseshoeing school, I’d spent the next few years apprenticing. My first mentor was a Texas panhandle ranch shoer for the most part, so I got fast and strong at the sheer basics. We kept working horses working. Then I interned with a shoer in southern California who had a real wide range, pleasure horses and show horses of most kinds, even a little track work. When I found Red last year, I was plenty past interning, certified and ready to start my own business, but that first morning at Guy’s place last year was my first time shoeing my own daggummed horse. I loved it.

As I was finishing Red’s last clinches, Guy stepped out with two mugs of coffee and said he didn’t know a thing about horses, but he knew his neighbor needed a farrier.

I’d started cheap—fifteen dollars a head less than average for the area. I kept sleeping in Guy’s garage and he kept taking the rent money I paid in cash each month.

Since then I’ve been in Guy’s bedroom and he’s been on my cot. And as long as I’m making a list, we’ve done it in the pasture, the hay shed, the truck, the kitchen, the living room, and the laundry room with the washer on spin. Proximity and happenstance are what put Guy and me together, but that sure doesn’t seem like a good enough reason to be with a fellow. Sometimes I figure we’re not together anyways, not really. The plusses are hard to argue with some days. His hands, his mouth. Double on that last, because it’s also the stuff he says and how he says it.

Guy asks. From the beginning, he asked.

Can I hold your hand? May I kiss you? Could I touch you there?





Chapter 4

AT THE CO-OP, I CHECKED THEIR bulletin board for my business cards. There weren’t any left, so I put more under thumb tacks and then bought Red’s oats, hoping some of those cards would mean new customers.

I’m a pretty shoer, and that’s not referring to how I start every morning with my hair clean. Sure, my jeans are loose—three sizes smaller now than when I was a fat high school kid and they were tight-fitting—plus, about once a season, I use a little mascara and lip gloss. But I mean that I shoe pretty, driving every nail with the right power so they come out spaced perfectly, and I’m careful to make my clinches uniform. My clients who show—especially the halter class competitors and others graded for looks instead of performance—are way into having their horses’ feet look pretty.

Pretty shoeing is part of what built up my clientele in the last year to the point where I can buy food and diesel and hay regular enough. I paid for Red’s oats with the cash money left over from topping off Ol’ Blue. The co-op is more than a feed store. There’s racks of tools and automotive stuff and even housewares and some clothes.

Guy eyeballed every selection in the tool aisle, and got pretty taken with the range and wisdom of tape measures and those little do-alls—multi-tools—that used to be just jackknives, but now have pliers and every such thing in them after they’re twisted and folded around the right way. I have a dandy do-all on my belt, found it on the highway. I love road shopping.

Guy pawed every clever little tool and device like he’d really discovered something. That boy loves his gadgets. The kitchen has corers and curlicue slicers and a thing called a spiralizer. He even has a little butane torch to caramelize sugar.

I am not allowed to try using his kitchen torch for any kind of welding or soldering, though I have been tempted. I do love welding.

“Look at this,” he said, after he hunted me down in the automotive section. He was holding a fat tape measure, a tape measure on steroids. “It’s a recording tape measure. You push a button and say what measurement you took. There’s a built-in microchip, no tape, of course.”

“Of course,” I said, giving him a look that didn’t need defining.

He caught, good for him. “There’s your Wood Plank face.”

I kept wearing Wood Plank and didn’t need to say a thing.

“I meant there’s no recording tape, like a tape recording machine. The audio recording is done digitally. There is a tape to be a tape measure.”

Guy pulled out the retractable metal tape and told me that we were two feet six and one-quarter inches apart.

Sometimes, we’re a lot farther. Even standing shoulder to shoulder, we can be miles apart. When it comes down to it, we don’t know all that much about each other. We don’t know near enough.

“I,” he said into the gadget, “am five foot eleven and three-quarters of an inch tall.” He spoke with a baritone fitting the seriousness of his proclamation. Then he pushed another button and darned if the tape measure didn’t play back his voice, his words.

He bought the silly thing while I studied on the car washing products that all but promised a brand new vehicle. Never mind, I can use soap and water from home to clean Ol’ Blue.

Guy beat me to hefting out the fifty-pound sack of feed.

My truck was on Depot Road, right next to the railroad tracks at the side of the Co-op Feed & Seed. I guess way back when, townfolk thought Cowdry was going to be a lot more important in the beef market than it ever was. The train doesn’t even stop here now, but they’d clearly once meant for a lot more feed and feed-eaters to be in the empty dirt lot between the tracks and the co-op.

We stepped onto the red cinders and sand that train people seem to like putting next to tracks. The ties and rails are bedded down on heavy black rock. Vibration told us about the coming freighter before the train’s whistle sounded. I crunched across the cinders, ready to leave, but Guy set down the bag of feed and walked the other way, up the slope, near the edge of the railroad ties. He faced the beginnings of sunset as he watched the train. When he squints—and he does a lot ’cause he rarely wears sunglasses even though he always packs them—he gets little crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes. The good-looking kind of crow’s feet.

As the train rushed in, Guy quit squinting at it and stood there, too close. His shirt plastered hard to his chest, and his hair flew back. The steel wheels banged, the couplings knocked, and the railroad cars swayed into the curve.

Several feet below him, on safer ground, the train’s power made me wince. So did whatever’s in Guy that makes him tease trains. There’s got to be something wrong with a man who won’t step aside for a hundred steel freight cars.
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