















Praise for Learning to Fall



“Clermont’s passionate storytelling captures the essence of life as an equestrian. An excellent portrayal of dedication, hard work, and ups and downs that is relatable to all walks of life—be it equestrian or pedestrian.”


—JOHN PEARCE, Canadian Show Jumping Team Olympian


“Behind the beauty and elaborate pageantry of show jumping, there is a lot of grinding machinery. Anne Clermont’s Learning to Fall offers an all-access pass to the hard work and financial realities that fuel it. I found myself nodding at the character types I recognized as I turned pages. I couldn’t put this one down.”


—CHRIS PRATT, Canadian Equestrian Team member, two-time Del Mar Grand Prix winner, and HITS Thermal Finale Grand Prix winner


“Whether or not you grew up reading Black Beauty or The Black Stallion, this insider’s view of the competitive world of show jumping captivates, wearing its tender heart on its sleeve. Brynn Seymour will have you cheering for her from the start, as she questions what many of us do: is the path we’re following the one we choose? Or the one someone else chooses for us?”


—TRACY GUZEMAN, author of The Gravity of Birds


“In her debut novel, Anne Clermont takes us behind the high-stakes world of Grand Prix show jumping—with spectacular results. Not just the horses, which she paints with a beauty and a tenderness all their own, but the riders and trainers and owners, the haves and the wannabes, all come to vivid life. This is a sport in which the jumps get higher and higher with every round, and Anne Clermont takes every one of them with flamboyant and heart-rending ease. A terrific showing.”


—ROBERT GOOLRICK, #1 New York Times best-selling author of A Reliable Wife, Heading out to Wonderful and The Fall of Princes


“In her debut novel Learning to Fall, Anne Clermont tells a compelling, page-turning story about one young woman’s search for success and love in the world of horse show jumping. Clermont writes with great compassion and insight. I thoroughly enjoyed this novel.”


—ELLEN SUSSMAN, New York Times best-selling author of French Lessons and A Wedding in Provence


“Full of heart, Learning to Fall tells the well-paced story of a tenacious young woman’s quest to overcome tragedy and reawaken her dreams. Clermont shows us that mastering life’s challenging courses requires a leap of faith—sometimes one taken on the back of a beloved horse.”


—SONJA YOERG, author of Middle of Somewhere and House Broken


“The spoiled princesses. The egotistical males. The backstabbing barn buddies and those that serve them. If you’ve been on the show-jumping circuit, you know these types well. Anne Clermont knows them better than most, and in Learning to Fall she pits them all against a young woman who may be short on privilege, but is long on luck and perseverance. As a rider, I wanted to cheer on Brynn Seymour through her struggle with the turn of each page in this emotional, high leap of a debut novel.”


—HOPE GLYNN, rider, trainer, and owner of Sonoma Valley Stables, Equus Hall of Fame inductee
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As if conjuring my dream, the earth shook. My throat closed, and I knew I should run, or duck, or roll—any one of the things I’d been taught since elementary school to do during an earthquake. But I stood rooted, watching the horses gallop up from the creek that bordered the redwood forest—their hooves striking the cracked ground as they flew, their tails raised high, their necks extended, their ears flattened against their heads, desperate to keep up with their herd mates. A cloud of dust rose above the ranch, choking me. I wiped at the grit in my eyes with the heel of my hand.


Then everything settled. The ground. The horses. The dust. The thunderous noise.


And even though I’d been born and raised in earthquake country, and this was not unusual—typical even—from somewhere deep within me, like the tectonic plates colliding beneath the soles of my feet, something shifted and two opposing forces clashed. Courage and fear, logic and absurdity, certainty and fantasy—tearing at me from the inside.


I stood, balancing on the tenuous ground, my helplessness startling me, and I had a sudden urge to taste and smell every bit of our patch of earth. I wanted to touch all the horses, run my hand along the white fence, and pick a few blades of grass, just so the smell would linger on my fingers.


“Come on, Brynn. We don’t have all day!” Dad held Jett, my jumper, by a leather lead shank. Pulling a cloth out, the one that always stayed tucked into the waist of his worn jeans, he wiped Jett’s face, muttering under his breath. Probably cussing out Derek, our groom and my longtime best friend, for missing a spot.


I hurried over, my hand trembling as if the earth still shook. “Did you feel it?”


“Feel what?”


My pulse pounded in my ears. “The earthquake.”


“Must’ve been a small one.” Dad stood back, narrowing his eyes as he assessed Jett, then wiped a speck of dust off of Jett’s chest.


The restless herd snorted, their nostrils flaring, their hooves pawing at the dry ground, circling at the gate like they always do when they want to come in. “They must have. They galloped all the way up from the valley.”


Dad glanced at the horses. “Nothing we can do about it now.” He wiped at the sweat trickling down the back of his neck into the crease of his dusty collar. “Gimme fog over this damned heat any day.”


I scanned the barn and house to make sure everything stood as it should. “Should we worry about a larger one?”


“Nah. It was probably nothing. Let’s just get them loaded.”


I hesitated, but grabbed Jett’s lead shank. The task of trailering horses made my stomach clench. It was my least favorite thing in the world: large horses weren’t meant to go into small boxes. But we’d owned Jett since he was a foal in utero and he would be fine. He was always fine. I led Jett up the rubber-matted ramp into the three-horse slant-load trailer.


“One of four more shows this season,” Dad said.


“Yeah,” I said. We were heading to one of the biggest competitions on the West Coast—the Queen Elizabeth II Cup at Spruce Meadows in Calgary. Dad stood behind me, ignoring the long whip that leaned against the trailer. Jett, having ridden in trailers hundreds of times, mostly traveling to shows for competitions, knew we were headed off to another; his tail up, nickering, excited to be loaded, as if to tell me his fearless spirit thirsted for victory.


“Victory by Heart,” I said Jett’s show name aloud, rubbing the white star on his forehead with my thumb. White hairs mixed with black.


Jett sighed against my cheek.


Dad stood at the bottom of the ramp. “You’re not breaking your word on me now, are you? You’re going to all of them?” It was more of a statement than a question.


“I said I would.” I closed my eyes, praying Dad couldn’t read my thoughts. I’d done the unforgivable—chosen vet school over following in Dad’s footsteps of becoming a hunter-jumper trainer—but I was still expected to do everything as if I wasn’t twenty-three, a grown woman going into my fourth year of vet school, my last, and toughest, year. And even though I’d spent every day this summer on the ranch, riding horses, teaching lessons, grooming horses, mucking stalls—all to help Dad—it didn’t make a difference. It still wasn’t enough. It was never enough.


I laid my forehead against Jett’s. He understood me.


“Well, I need to make sure you’re still on board. Being a hunter-jumper trainer is where your future’s at—it’s where his future’s at,” he said, and gave Jett a rough pat on his rear.


I jerked my head up. “God, Dad. We’ve gone over this a million times. Being a vet is where my future’s at.”


“We can talk about it later. Once we’ve hit the road.” Dad turned from me, the conversation over.


I had a sudden urge to yell after him, but I clipped the trailer tie to Jett’s halter, adjusted the hay net, then flipped the latch to the stall divider in frustration. Whatever Dad had to say wouldn’t make a difference. I would have loved to be a trainer like him, but I didn’t have what it took, and school was a much safer bet as far as careers went. I was tired of my dad’s constant financial struggles, and tired of the idea of being chained to them.


Our ranch, Redwood Grove Stables, extended over thirty acres of beautiful hills and valleys, down toward a large redwood forest and open space beyond. Situated in Nicasio Valley, it was about forty-five minutes north of San Francisco, and a short drive from the coast. Well, short if I drove. I always sped along the back roads, loving the exhilaration as my little hatchback hugged the curves, taking her to her limits. Mom would have a heart attack if she knew I rounded some of those corners at close to sixty miles per hour. Dad? He’d taught me how to drive like hell on wheels.


I glanced toward our home and wondered whether Mom would come say goodbye. She’d taken on a third part-time job at a retirement community in Santa Rosa, working the night shift. She had a couple more hours before her shift at the Village, a home for the mentally disabled. She also wrote for the local newspaper, a job closer to her real passion: writing a novel, the one she’d been fiddling with for years.


But we still had to load the other two horses.


“Derek! Do you have Sera?” I called, but Derek was nowhere to be seen. “Derek?” He should have been here by now. I walked toward the barn.


Just then, Derek came around the corner, his black curls barely visible above Seraphim’s withers. As they neared, Seraphim held her head high, looking around, the soft skin above her eyes pinched in worry. She flung her head up and down, but Derek kept a tight hold on her lead. I could see why Dad had purchased her on his last buying trip to Europe. He’d bought her for Corinne, our best client, as an investment. Corinne owned four of the twelve horses we had in training.


At seven years old, Seraphim was not only stunning, but proving herself to be a contender for future Grand Prix competitions. Her liver chestnut coat gleamed in the morning sun like polished bronze. Her dark mane, short and glossy, fell to the right as if styled. Her sleek muscles rippled over her shoulders and hindquarters as she strutted toward us, lifting each front leg high, painstakingly, like an American Saddlebred.


I had to stifle a laugh. “She doesn’t like those, does she?” I nodded at the large pillow wraps.


“God, almighty.” Derek shook his head. “Did you feel that earthquake? Man, that’s all I needed while trying to get this one out of her stall. She might have talent, but she’s got something loose up there . . .” His eyebrows arched over his sunglasses as he circled his finger at the side of his head and mouthed loco.


Dad joined us, checking his watch. “C’mon, you two. Let’s get this show on the road. We were supposed to be out of here an hour ago.”


I lifted an eyebrow at Derek and he hid a smile. According to Dad, we were always slacking.


Forty-five minutes later, Derek, hair pasted to his forehead, grabbed the bucket of grain again, shaking it in front of Seraphim as he walked, clucking and urging her forward while I waved the long whip behind her. We still hadn’t been able to load her.


“The hauler who dropped her off last month said she was a bitch to load,” Derek said through clenched teeth.


“You actually fell for that? You can’t listen to Freddy,” Dad said. “He’s said that about every horse he’s dropped off over the last fifteen years: this one’s crazy, that one’s wild. Let’s just give it another go.”


I cracked the whip harder than I meant, the sound splitting the air around us like a thunderclap. Seraphim exploded up the ramp. Dad jumped to grab the stall divider, leaning his body weight against her rear. It only took a moment of Seraphim’s hesitation for Dad to latch the stall divider in place. “There you are, mare. There you are,” Dad talked more kindly to horses than he ever did to people.


I exhaled.


Seraphim stomped and then calmed, staring out the window between nervous grabs of hay.


“What a freakin’ DQ.” Derek blew air on the rope burns on his hands. Dressage Queen. Even dressage riders frequently called themselves that.


Dad took off his hat and fanned himself with it. “High maintenance, like her owner, but with a year of decent training she should be worth four times what Corinne paid. A steal at fifty grand, if you ask me.” He chuckled. “Should be a hell of a ride at Spruce, too.” Of course he’d love the challenge of showing her. He lived for this.


While Derek went to get Cervantes, the last of the three horses, I pulled my ponytail tighter, then took a long drink of water from the hose. I leaned forward, letting water pour over the top of my hair and the back of my neck. I turned the hose off and leaned against the outside of the cedar barn, giving our trailer a once-over. It had seen better days, with spider webs of scratches and dents marring the aluminum exterior. It would be dwarfed at Spruce Meadows by the ones other trainers had, but I was used to that. As a slant load, each horse was loaded on a forty-five-degree angle, one after the next. Dad said horses rode better that way. “Easier for them to balance on those spindly legs.”


We could have bought a new trailer this year, but Dad had invested in Cervantes instead. For him, each new horse meant a renewed excitement that this would be the one. The one to go to the highest level—the World Cup, maybe even the Olympics. Cervantes, a young gelding he’d found in Europe when shopping for Corinne, was his newest project.


Cervantes gave us no trouble, walking into the trailer without hesitation.


“Are all the supplies in?” I asked, walking toward the side of the trailer.


“In the side compartment, where they always go,” Derek said, placing his arm around me. And even though he was barely five six, he was still taller than me. With his broad shoulders, he was like a teddy bear. A big, huggable one.


“What about the Ace?” I asked.


“All in.” He tightened his arm around my shoulders. “You wearing your polyester panties or something, B?”


“Whatever.” I gave his shoulder a playful punch, then I smoothed my hand over my forehead, consciously relaxing the furrows. “Too bad you can’t come,” I said to him, careful not to let Dad hear. Derek dreamed of going to Spruce Meadows, of becoming a trainer, though he’d never tell Dad that.


“No biggie. Someone’s gotta take care of things back here. Besides, Bill would probably throw a fit if I went for that long.” Bill was Derek’s boyfriend.


I gave him a quick hug. “I promise to post updates.” Turning toward the cab of the truck, I went over my checklist. But before I finished, the familiar scent of white musk filled the air.


“Have you forgotten something?” Mom’s voice came from around the side of the trailer. Her dark blonde hair, several shades darker than mine, didn’t have a wisp out of place—every strand pulled back into a tight chignon. She looked like a teenager, lost in the starchiness of her uniform.


She held out a paper bag. “I had hoped to pack more of a lunch for you, but forgot it was already Saturday.” The shadows under her eyes seemed deeper and darker than they had last week.


“Mom, you made it!” I leaned in to embrace her. My mouth watered at the smell of sandwiches.


“I bet you two didn’t even bother to grab breakfast.” She ran her hand down the back of my hair, touching her nose to mine.


She was right, of course.


Dad came over and took the bag. “We’ll sure make good use of these, huh, partner?” He winked at me.


Mom picked at a flake of shavings clinging to the front of his shirt. “Luke, I’m sorry I can’t go.” She studied her white running shoes. I knew Dad had hoped she would change her mind and come watch us compete. But how could she? Not only was she working three jobs to help support Redwood Grove Stables’ up-and-down income, but she’d always been afraid of the horses. Of Dad and I competing. I peered down at the brick pavers, reminded of how important it was to her for me to finish vet school. For me to have an income outside of show jumping. And I wanted nothing more than to see her happy.


“It is what it is.” Dad turned her away from Derek and me. “I have a good feeling. I know I’ll win, and then we can head up to that place Julia told us about last month. Mendocino, was it?” He tilted her chin up with his finger.


Mom nodded, avoiding his gaze.


Seraphim whinnied and gave a sharp kick, rocking the trailer.


“We better get on the road to settle them,” Dad said, his lips brushing hers. Mom pulled him closer.


“Please stay.”


“Amelia. Let’s not go over this again. This is what I do.”


Mom’s hand clung to his shirt. I felt for her. I really did. She didn’t understand horses and was terrified something would happen to Dad and me, constantly reminding us of Christopher Reeve. She’d grown up on the East Coast, their families socializing in the same circles. They had been good friends, and she’d been there—had seen his accident happen. She wouldn’t allow Dad to tell her that that had been a freak accident. That Christopher had been an amateur competing in a cross-country event—a much different sport than show jumping.


“All right, Brynn. Time to go,” Dad ushered me toward the truck, his forehead even more creased than before. “Derek, call me with any questions.” Dad placed his hands on Derek’s shoulders. “I trust you’ll take care of things, son.”


“Yessir.” Derek clicked the heels of his paddock boots and saluted.


We were almost to the truck when Mom caught up to us. “Luke!”


Dad turned back.


Mom reached her arm out to him, then let it drop. “Go show them how it’s done.”
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Almost five o’clock.


We’d been driving since eleven in the morning. I couldn’t wait to stretch my legs. I closed my equine anatomy book and looked at the GPS for the hundredth time. We were somewhere past Eugene, Oregon. After Oregon we’d go north to Washington, then a short skip through Idaho, and finally across the border into Alberta: thirteen hundred miles in all. Green fields stretched into mountains in the distance.


I glanced over at Dad. His jaw was set in his typical determined fashion as he checked the side mirrors of our Dodge pickup. His slate-blue eyes, so much like mine, narrowed as he concentrated on the road. And even though years spent outdoors in the sun had aged him, his energy and joy for the horses made him seem younger than fifty-five. Luke Seymour, a top hunter-jumper trainer on the West Coast, was a force to be reckoned with, but today he was just my dad—and this would be one of the last times I would drive to Spruce Meadows with him.


I’d have to tell him soon.


The afternoon shadow on his jaw was starting to show, making me want to reach out and touch it, like I used to as a kid. I had loved the sensation of that rough stubble against my cheek as he’d tickle me and throw me in the air.


He never talked much, but when he did, people listened. And he was always thinking, it seemed. I doubt he ever had a spare moment of time to not think—about shows, clients, the farrier, the vet, or about the hay. There were always worries about hay. Its supply. The quality. Rain during harvest. Rain during delivery.


I knew this drive well, having done it every summer for the last ten years. We made pit stops along the way to check on the horses, to give them fresh water, let their legs rest, and then we’d be on the road again. At night we’d sleep in the trailer, in small sleeping quarters built into the gooseneck. Dad said we saved money and time, which there never seemed to be enough of.


Dad looked over at me. “You wanna drive?”


I was too surprised to answer right away. “Sure. We can switch.” Dad usually drove the entire way, although the last couple of summers he had let me take the wheel for a spell. “But don’t do that thing you always do,” I said.


“What thing?”


“You know, watching my every move. Your knuckles get all white and your jaw clenches and then that vein at the side of your neck looks like it’ll pop.”


Dad wrinkled his forehead, but then his face softened. “I promise I’ll be good.”


Over my lifetime, we’d probably spent close to six hundred hours in this truck together, driving all over the western United States and Canada interstate highways, pulling our trailer full of jumpers.


For this trip, Dad had hooked up a camera in the trailer. “Amazing technology,” he’d said, tapping the monitor. “Now we can watch the horses in the back while traveling in the front. Isn’t this great?” He’d laughed and slapped me on the back. On these trips he treated me like a partner, and I liked that.


I’d checked that monitor over a hundred times in the last six hours, gazing at the horses in the trailer:


Jett, Seraphim, and Cervantes. Black, chestnut, and gray. Jett, my baby, always calm and wise. Seraphim, the anxiety freak, who should really be on the equine equivalent of Ritalin, and Cervantes, more of a teenager than I’d ever been—bucking, tearing up the paddock whenever he was turned out.


Most of the time they just munched on the hay hanging in their hay nets. Sometimes they dozed, their heads bobbing with the rhythm of the ride. At one point I laughed aloud, imagining them as little Breyer horses in my plastic trailer that still stood on the shelf in my bedroom. As a child I’d zoomed that plastic truck and trailer around the house with those horses in the back. A familiar scene playing itself out again, one I had done hundreds of times in my imaginary world.


The sun started to set, reflecting from the side mirror straight into my eyes. I pulled my sunglasses down.


“If I haven’t told you, I’m glad you’re coming.” Dad straightened his back as he leaned toward the steering wheel, his hands gripping it with pure excitement. “This is it, Brynn. Cervantes . . . he’s it. He’s the horse of my dreams and I want you to be there. To see us jump. It’ll be something, all right. I can’t believe he was passed up by all those trainers in Europe.” He chuckled. “I tell you, those Belgians don’t know a good horse if it was to kick them in the teeth. You watch, with a more forward seat and a lighter hand he’ll jump a meter-sixty. Just like he was born to.”


Yes. But would he do it in a stadium in front of sixty thousand spectators?


But I smiled and nodded, dutifully, as I’d always done. Dad counted on that first-place prize, his share amounting to nearly $70,000. If Dad did well at this show, the winnings would pay for Cervantes, his shipping from Europe, and most importantly, he’d attract more clients for our training program. Those had been slower to come than he’d hoped.


“Are you excited?” Dad asked.


“That’s a rhetorical question.” I gazed out at the panoramic view, much greener here this time of year than back home, the fields subdivided into neat rectangular and square shapes.


“But?” Dad pressed.


How was I supposed to explain that I didn’t think I’d ever be good enough? And not only that: just like the breeding of a horse limits him, my petite frame would always limit me. At five four and a half, and at just over a hundred pounds, I wasn’t strong enough to control Jett, who usually pulled me through the jumps. And there was Mom’s fear of me falling, getting hurt, like Christopher Reeve. I knew how terrified she was and had wanted to make her happy. Make her proud of me by going to school.


Maybe I could tell him now? I glanced over at Dad, but he looked lost in thought again. Dad ran his hand through his hair, dislodging a piece of hay that flitted to his shoulder. It reminded me how much I longed for thick hair like his. I placed my hand up to the back of my head and touched my ponytail, pin straight, hanging halfway down my back. Together our heads were like the ebony and ivory of a chessboard.


“I thought you’d be more excited. This is The Queen Elizabeth Cup.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “I know, I know. You’ll be jumping in the lower classes, so it’s not that big a deal, but it’s what you both need. Practice for the Gold Cup.”


The Gold Cup. Grand prize: a million dollars. The winner took home a third of the pot, with the rest split among the rest of the top twelve riders. I hadn’t a chance in the world to qualify for it, never mind win. It was the highest level of competition on the West Coast. The Gold Cup was Dad’s dream. And if that wasn’t enough, Dad dreamed of both of us competing at the Olympics. He dreamed of us on the same team: father and daughter, riding for the gold—show jumping was one of only two events in the Olympics in which men and women competed directly against each other. We’d talked about it ever since I could walk, but it was just a silly little dream. Not that I would ever say that in front of Dad. He seriously believed we’d be like the famous Canadian Ian Millar and his kids, or the Belgian Ludo Phillipaerts, who rode with his sons.


What were the odds? Something like one in ten million? But I wasn’t going to be the one to ruin that dream for him—at least not yet. I had to keep up an act. Until after this trip. That’s when I’d tell him I was quitting riding.


The radio crackled. I searched for a station, finally giving up and turning it completely off.


Dad started in again. “You know, Jett can move up to be a Gold Cup horse, but it’s not going to be easy since he doesn’t have the raw scope.”


Yes. The famous all-inclusive term scope that jumper trainers, and every wannabe trainer, used. Scope, defined as natural talent, physical capability, a horse’s conformation and spirit in one. His potential. A small word that encompassed so much. Not unlike the word love.


“I know.” I folded my feet up on the seat and tore at the threads hanging off the bottom of my worn jeans, letting the string bite into my finger as I wrapped it tighter and tighter. I wished he wouldn’t bring up scope. Jett was home-bred and we still weren’t sure whether he had enough of it. Plus, he barely reached sixteen hands, which was small for a jumper.


As if reading my mind my dad interjected, “Don’t worry. With more hard work and practice, you’ll get there.” He reached over and patted my knee.


I sighed. “I know, Dad. I know.”


I checked the camera. The horses had nodded off. I closed my eyes for a moment and rested my head on the back of the seat, my mind swirling with all the things I really wanted to say—and all the things I never could.


The truck lurched. Then again. My stomach jolted to my throat. We heard a loud bang, and the truck swerved.


“What was that?” I bolted upright, peering over at Dad in the dim light. He surveyed the traffic through his side mirrors. A car passed, then slowed and honked. The driver yelled, waving his arm about. I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I looked back to the video monitor. The darkness made it harder to see what the monitor displayed.


Something wasn’t right. I saw Seraphim shake her head, wrestling it up. Was she irritated at the lead rope attached to her halter? She started kicking, her body jerking left and right, up and down. The other two horses angled their bodies away from Seraphim, who stood in between them, turning their heads to look at her, as if trying to figure out what was going on. I leaned forward, scrutinizing the small monitor.


“What is it?” Dad asked.


“Not sure. Seraphim’s freaking out at something.”


“The truck’s swerving. Doesn’t feel right.”


I felt another lurch. “She seems to be getting worse,” I said. With that, her kicking jerked and rocked the whole truck. Even at fifty-five miles per hour, I was aware of the fragility of the truck and trailer, knowing that a panicked thirteen-hundred-pound horse could do a lot of damage to the trailer, and to the horses in it with her.


Another car passed, this time slowing to drive next to us. The woman in the passenger seat waved her hand, pointing wildly to the back of the trailer. The kids in the backseat were glued to the rear window, staring at something.


I looked more closely at the monitor.


“I think the back trailer door is open,” I said, practically in a whisper.


Dad peered ahead. “I don’t see a rest stop anywhere.”


I sat up onto my knees, staring out the back window, as if I could do something.


He merged into the far-right lane, slowing down. We passed a sign that read the rest stop was eight miles away. Too far. Much too far.


“I’ll have to pull over,” he said, and although his voice was calm, I heard it waver.


I started to unbuckle, my heart beating loud, my breath shallow.


“Now don’t you dare go into that trailer, Brynn. We’ll just stop to settle her down.”


I nodded, biting my cuticles.


“And stay away from the freeway, you hear?”


I nodded again.


Dad slowed the truck, the trailer shook with Seraphim’s kicking. A large truck zipped by, rattling us even more.


Even before the truck stopped, I was out running. “It’s all right, Sera, it’s all right,” I called. I ran around the trailer to the back, and even before I got there I saw the dented ramp, off the hinges, the trailer door unlatched swinging in the gusts created by the passing trucks. Dad joined me, grabbing the ramp, eyeing the door, trying desperately to shut it.


He eyed the broken latch. “How the hell did this happen?”


A large truck’s horn blared as it passed, making me jump. I felt light-headed. I hadn’t double-checked the latch. I was supposed to have double-checked the latch. I had been distracted by my own thoughts.


Seraphim kicked even harder.


“We have to calm her.” Dad ran along the freeway to the trailer window. “Stay to the side!”


I ran after him. Cars and trucks whizzed by less than five feet from us. Dad climbed on top of the wheel to reach the alum-window gate. Seraphim flung her head every which way, kicking and rearing. A chunk of green froth from her mouth fell on my arm.


“Can we get her out?” I asked.


“Not possible. Where would we put Cervantes?”


“I could hold him while you unload her.”


Dad shook his head. “She’s too far gone. We couldn’t control her. And if she ran onto the freeway . . .” He didn’t need to explain. Cars honked, the sound wailing past me. I turned to look behind us just as something flew toward me. I ducked my head but not before a small razor-like rock stung my cheek.


I reached up and felt the warmth of blood on my fingers.


“Brynn! You all right?” Dad was at my side, peering at my face. “We’ve gotta get off this road!” He pulled me behind the trailer and examined the cut closer, and for that moment I felt safe with his hands on me.


“It’s okay, it doesn’t hurt,” I said. Dad gave me a questioning look, but turned toward Seraphim’s window.


“Go grab the Ace,” Dad said, then turned to talk to Seraphim in a soothing voice. I ran to get our medical supplies and to fill the syringe with the tranquilizer. We’d need to administer it intravenously if we wanted the effects to kick in sometime in the next fifteen minutes. A panicking horse rarely calmed down until they sensed safety, and Seraphim was overtaken by fear. My fingers shook, and I accidentally stabbed myself with the needle. I sucked on the blood from my finger, telling myself to calm down. I had done plenty of injections over the years, and especially this past year in school. I managed to fill the syringe, then tapped the side to get the air bubbles out.


“How are we going to give it to her? We can’t get at her when she’s panicking like this. We’ll never hold her still enough to find a vein.” My voice, unnaturally high, barely rose above the screaming traffic.


“We don’t have a choice.” Dad kept his voice low. Beads of sweat had formed on his upper lip. I licked my own lips, trying to get the dryness out of my mouth.


“Keep calm, Brynn. Here’s what we’re gonna do.” He grabbed my shoulder, making me face him. “You’ll have to help me keep Cervantes from rushing out of the trailer when we undo the back tailgate holding him in. Then I’ll go in and try to give her the shot.”


I agreed, even though I knew that the chance of Dad hitting a vein when Seraphim was rearing was close to nil.


Dad placed his hand on the tailgate bar. “You ready?”


I wasn’t, but I didn’t have a choice. With my right hand I felt in my back pocket for the capped syringe.
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Seraphim was wild with anxiety and fear. Her eyes rolled back in her head, showing her whites like some crazed beast out of a horror movie. She tried to lunge upward but her head, held down by the tie, was contained.


We unlatched the tailgate and instinctively Cervantes pulled back. Dad gave him a pat on his haunches while I held the door slightly closed, trying to prevent him from bolting out of the trailer.


My eyes adjusted to the dimness inside. Jett pawed the ground, but at least he wasn’t panicking yet. His black hair shone in the receding light, his tail swished. Seraphim, chestnut coat lathered in her own froth, pawed and kicked. White foam stuck to the roof and sides of the trailer.


Seraphim let out an earsplitting squeal.


I reached up to cover my ears, letting the trailer door go.


It slammed, making Cervantes jump. Terror gripped me, my breath caught in my throat, my lungs burned for air. I grabbed the door. Seraphim had managed to break the snap that attached the rope to the halter. Sensing freedom, she reared as high as she could in the confines of the trailer. As she came down, her foot caught on the stall divider. A spray of red blotted out everything around her. She gave out another piercing squeal, trying to rear again. Blood splattered Cervantes’s gray-white coat. My knees buckled.


My eyes sought out Jett; he was calm, almost tranquil. He turned his head toward me, his black eyes met mine, and for a moment I felt his strength, and a fleeting sense of serenity washed over me.


“Okay, Brynn. Latch that door open. You need to be near his head, keep him calm, and hold him in. Cervantes will be fine. Won’t you, boy?” Dad placed a hand on Cervantes’s haunches. I grappled with the steel clasp, but it kept slipping through my uncooperative fingers. What should have taken me seconds seemed to take minutes. By the time I finished, Dad had undone the back safety bar and had pushed Cervantes’s hind end over so that he could get closer to Seraphim. Cervantes’s haunches scooted partway down the ramp.


“Dad! The syringe!”


Dad paused, and I reached up to hand it to him. He held it in his teeth, poised, as if carrying a machete through rough waters. Cervantes started pulling back. I worried he’d pull too hard. Every horse person had heard this kind of horror story. Never tie a horse in a way that won’t give when the horse pulls back. Without give, the horse can jerk back so hard it might break his neck.


Seraphim bucked and reared, as if unaware of her injury. Dad squeezed between Cervantes and her, wiping away the lather on her neck. Cervantes’s fear escalated. He pawed at the floor, pushing his rear toward the ramp, scooting his hind legs under to get more leverage on his halter. Millions of years of instinct weren’t easy to override, and if one horse panicked, the rest could too. Evolution had given herbivores one main mechanism to protect themselves and their herds from predators: agility and speed. In fight-or-flight situations, it was almost always flight. Seraphim, one of his herd mates, was panicked. Cervantes had to escape.


Cervantes twisted his body to the left, straining against his tie, trying to step backward out of the trailer. I moved closer to his head, trying to grab his halter.


“Keep him calm!” Dad yelled, but I didn’t know how. I pushed on Cervantes’s side. He resisted me, stepping another foot out of the trailer. The more I pushed, the more he leaned all of his fourteen hundred pounds against me. I did the only thing I could do: I nudged his flank, the most sensitive area between his belly and hind leg. His skin twitched, sending a ripple from haunches to front, and he moved over to the right. Almost as soon as he did, he took two quick steps back, pushing me to the edge of the ramp. The trailer continued to pitch violently, throwing me off balance.


“Dad!”


“I can’t get at her. She won’t hold still!”


“I’ll move Cervantes out.”


“Stick with the plan. I’ve got this.”


But I was already running to grab a lead rope from the storage compartment.


“There, there, Cervantes,” I spoke in a calm, soothing voice, balancing myself as the trailer rocked. Horses tended to pick up on your energy, and mine was as out of whack as it could get. Not much horse whispering I could do now.


“If I just keep repeating these words over and over, maybe we’ll calm down, huh buddy?” I attached the lead rope to Cervantes’s halter, then unhooked him from the trailer. He sensed freedom: he lunged back, stepping off the side of the ramp, knocking me back onto the hard asphalt of the freeway shoulder. The sudden pain seared my spine. My head hit and bounced. Spots blurred my vision. Cervantes pulled backward, my hand tightening on the lead rope instinctively. My shoulder felt like it would tear out of its socket, my hand burning, my finger twisting in an impossible direction, but I held on. I checked the back of my head with my free hand. No blood, thank God.


I managed to get up to my hands and knees, clutching the rope in between my raw fingers. My only thought was to keep him off the freeway.


All of a sudden, the rope jerked me up. Cervantes stood on hind legs, rearing, about to come straight down on top of me.
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Cervantes’s hooves struck the asphalt inches from my chest. I ducked and rolled, and let go of the rope. I gaped at the huge mass of animal flesh above me, the darkening blue behind him outlining his gray body, the blood on his coat bright and unreal. For a split second our eyes met, and I thought maybe he’d stay. Then he turned and galloped like a wild stallion, hooves pounding past me, silver tail flying through the air.


“No!” I screamed. But he ran onto the highway.


Tires squealed, metal crashed.


I sat up, wanting to run after him, but all I saw was a flash of white as he disappeared.


I rushed back into the trailer. Dad had unhooked the stall divider to grab Seraphim’s head. She reared.


“Shut the doors!” Dad yelled.


I grabbed one of the open doors, prying the metal hook loose. A thud resounded inside the trailer. Seraphim galloped past me, a copper smear. The syringe fell from her neck to my feet.


“Sera!” I ran along the shoulder after her, but knew there was no way I could catch up, so I turned back.


At the entrance to the trailer I stopped. Dad lay on the ground, Jett looming, a dark shadow in the back. Seraphim must have come down on him, just as Cervantes had almost done to me.


“Dad!” I threw myself next to him. The smell of blood, shavings, and manure gagged me as I knelt on the black rubber mat, my throat closing up. Dad stared up at the ceiling as he wheezed for air.


“Daddy . . .” I cradled his head in my arms. His eyes locked with mine, his hand reached toward me. He gulped at the air, his breath rattling in his lungs, an eerie gargling sound in his throat.


“Don’t talk.” I placed my hand on his cheek, touching that stubble I had wanted to touch just hours before.


“Brynn . . .” He gasped another breath.


I dabbed at the trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth, sticky and hot on my fingers, wiping it off on my jeans, looking for the cloth he always carried. “It’s going to be all right,” I said, the only words I could think of.


Dad’s fingers squeezed around mine. He drank the air in jagged gasps.


“Oh, Daddy, hold on—” I moved to stand, to get my phone, but his fingers closed tighter around mine.


“Don’t go . . .” His eyes met mine. “Please . . .”


I squatted again as a car pulled up behind us.


“Promise me, if anything happens, you must take care of the horses, the ranch . . .” He was whispering now, and I could barely understand him, the trailer now still, no longer rocking from the traffic, the headlights splitting the darkness.


“Let me get help—” I tried to stand, but his words stopped me.


“You have to do this—for Mom—for everything we’ve built . . .”


His hand loosened from around my fingers.


I squeezed my eyes shut, wanting everything to go back to normal. For his rough hands to slap me on the back as he laughed at the way a horse frolicked in pasture; for his harsh look to remind me that I’d forgotten to put away the saddle; for his arm around my shoulders when I rode a great round.


“Promise me . . .”


And I would have promised him anything at that moment. The words rushed out, “Yes, Daddy. Yes. But you have to help me. I can’t do it alone.”


His breath stopped, then started again. And that’s when I knew I was losing him. I began CPR, but couldn’t remember how many breaths I should be giving to how many pumps on his chest. I managed to do a slow breath, followed by three pumps. His eyes glazed over, the blood at his mouth as black as Jett’s coat.


“No, Daddy,” I whispered, tears dripping onto his face as I rocked his limp body in my arms. “No!”


But he didn’t respond.


I heard his last breath escape him, like his soul leaving.


It slipped right through my hands.
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Dr. Ian Finlay—Uncle Ian to me—a family friend and equine vet, drove up with Derek to get me from the hospital. I spent the night tossing and turning on the unfamiliar pillows and sheets of the motel room, visions of Dad’s calloused fingers clutching mine, me screaming, Seraphim running, the needle at my feet.


I buried my head, pushing the pillow over my head, trying to block the visions out, trying to forget Uncle Ian’s words, “Cervantes—he didn’t make it, Lassie.”


Cervantes hadn’t made it. Dad’s horse. His new prospect. His soon-to-be superstar. “No one else was hurt,” Uncle Ian said, holding me to him.


I’d stared at him, not comprehending.


“This is good news, ay? Good news . . . no one else was hurt . . .”


His Scottish burr had trailed off as he held me by my shoulders, his hooded eyes staring deep into mine. The neon motel sign reflected off his glasses, reminding me of the ambulance siren.


The next morning, I tried to block it all, refusing to talk about any of it. Maybe after I got home I’d think of a way to handle it.


Uncle Ian drove us home while Derek stayed in Oregon, helping with the search for Seraphim. She’d managed to jump a fence farther up along the highway, and they hadn’t been able to track her yet. Uncle Ian and I barely exchanged two words on the drive back to the Bay Area. He respected my space and I respected his in return. He and Dad had been best friends for years. I knew he was coping with his own grief.


But what I dreaded most was seeing Mom.


I wasn’t sure how I would face her. My eyes blurred at the thought of her. The police had notified her of the accident the night before, but I hadn’t been able to speak to her on the phone. My voice had seized up. This was her biggest nightmare, and now it had come true. As we got closer to home, I pulled at the bits of skin on my cuticles, digging deeper and deeper, until they bled.


Uncle Ian turned into our circular drive, which led around a meticulously planned rock garden full of native grasses and flowers, one Aunt Julia, Uncle Ian’s wife, had helped design when my parents had first built the house. Built of California cedar and accented with masonry, the house was set back about two hundred feet from the road that lead toward Devon Creek.


Uncle Ian shut off the engine. Silence filled the pickup cab, louder than the radio that had just been on. The keys jangled, then his hand rested on my knee. He gave it a squeeze, then moved to open the door. I was thankful for that small amount of physical contact. I felt empty and alone. What would I tell Mom? How could I ever tell her I hadn’t double-checked the latch? Dad would still be alive if it hadn’t been for my carelessness.


As I stepped into the sun, the sound of the waterfall, cascading through the rock garden into the small koi pond, greeted me—a sound that normally served to soothe me and remind me I was home. But today I trudged up the stone steps, toward the smoky-glass front door, as if headed to an inquisition.


The house blended with the valley, contemporary, yet natural, both inside and out. It was older now, but still had grace. Mom sat on the worn sage-colored couch in the living room, bent over, her head in her lap. Although it was midafternoon, inside it was dim and she looked minute with the large vaulted ceiling looming above her. Subira, our twelve-year-old Irish Setter, lay at Mom’s feet. The tip of her tail and brow lifted up at me in greeting, but she showed no other signs of affection, almost as if she understood what had happened and was already in mourning.


Aunt Julia greeted us. “Brynn, dear.” She came forward and kissed my cheek, embracing me, her nose red, her eyes puffy. “I’m so, so truly sorry.”


I squeezed my eyes shut, holding my tears in. Once I’d regained control I looked at Mom. I forced myself to move as softly as I could across the pine floor, afraid that she would startle, like a wild horse. I stopped at the sheepskin rug in front of the couch and fell to my knees, wrapping my arms around her.


Mom looked up, her eyes red-rimmed, the tears accentuating the lines around her eyes. The fatigue had been replaced by a pain that seemed to run as deep as her soul.


“Brynn. Oh God, Brynn.” She moaned, gasping as if in pain. “God, no! Brynn, bring him back, Brynn!” She sobbed, her arms around me in a fierce grip, her pain squeezing my heart like a fist. I wished I could turn back the clock. I wished I had checked the latch. I wished I could make Dad come back. But I couldn’t do any of those things. The only thing I knew, right then, was that I would never live a day and not feel this pain. I would never forgive myself as long as I lived.


“Good news!”


Sheriff Malcolm’s voice resounded in my ear. My heart skipped a beat, and I wondered for a moment whether he would tell me it was all a mistake—that Dad was alive and well, and on his way home.


“A local dairy farmer found your horse, ma’am,” he said. “The ol’ guy saw the eleven o’clock news story last night. He spotted him in his field! Whatcha make of that?”


Two days since the accident. All I remembered of Sheriff Malcolm was his peppermint breath, his tan-colored shirt with the coffee stain near the front pocket, and the missing button near his belt as he questioned me that night. Now I stood in the kitchen, staring out at the milky gray landscape that concealed the barn and valley below. I held the phone in one hand, gripping the windowsill with the other. His voice didn’t belong here. Dad belonged here. We should be planning the day together, schooling the horses, showing together, celebrating his and Cervantes’s win.
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