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The wind of heaven
is that which blows between a horse’s ears.

—Arabian Proverb



 



Part one:
Rescue


 



BURDEN, KENTUCKY— Approximately twenty-five horses were confiscated from a farm here early this morning by the Loyal County sheriff’s department after a tip from an anonymous caller. The horses, mares and foals among them, were found in a barn and adjoining paddock, all suffering from severe malnutrition and neglect. The Loyal County Humane Society assisted in the roundup, and the horses were taken to their facilities, where barns are already full from similar rescue operations. They are asking for immediate help in finding homes for these animals. Anyone wishing to foster or adopt a horse should contact the Humane Society as soon as possible.



 



One


NIGHT

Brrr—

The sound comes sudden and sharp. Shrill. Like the call of a bird, but not. The sound is not a living sound — somehow he knows that — and it is everything.

rrrr —

The sound is flight, freedom.

nnnng —!

The sound makes his legs move. Before his brain even knows. He is moving. Exploding through the metal gate. Into space.

Not empty space. No. There are bodies in the way, blocking him. But he will move through the bodies just like he moved through the gate. Except he is being held up by the man on his back, and this makes him angry.

And so he fights. And fights. And fights.

To run.

To be faster than the rest.

To be leader of this pack.

To be the winner.

Tight inside the rush of bodies he smells rage and joy. He smells fear. He does not know which makes his legs move faster. All he knows is that he must run.

And so he does. He runs and runs and runs, and around the turn the man lets him go.

A little.

Bodies still in the way but now he can see the empty spaces between them. Because it’s the empty spaces that matter in a race. An inch, a moment, a breath to slip through.

Open.

Close.

Open.

Close.

It’s that quick. The space between the bodies. Too quick to think about. Time only to move.

And that’s what he does.

Move.

One by one the bodies fall away. Until only two remain.

And still the man on his back won’t let him go and still he keeps on fighting. It’s all he knows how to do.

Fight and fight and fight. And run. As fast as he can possibly. Run. Just to be the best, the first, the winner of this race.

Nothing to hold him back now. Not even the man on his back. He is faster than the rest and he knows it and the man knows it and so the man lets him go at last.

Two bodies.

One.

Open space.

And that’s when he hears it. That’s when he always hears it. The sound that makes him run even faster.

A great roaring. Like the wind. Fierce and terrible. And beautiful, too. The most beautiful sound in the world.

Because the roaring means that he is winning, that he is flying.

Dream of Night is flying through air.

Eeeeee!

And then he isn’t.

Eeeeee!

Something ripping him out of that time, long ago, when he was a winner. Something pulling him back to where he is now.

Eeeeee!

The ground rumbles and shakes beneath his hooves. Light tears at the darkness. The roaring inside his head has disappeared.

Eeeeee!

He lifts his nose, inhales deeply. What he smells is fear and confusion. Panic.

What he smells is man.

“Hiya, hey! Hey! Hey!”

“Watch it! Whoa, whoa!”

Ears cupping the voices.

None belong to the man with the chains, but it doesn’t matter. All men are the same. He hates every one.

“This sure’s a wild bunch!”

“You said it.”

“Get ’em to go this way.”

Now he understands. Men have come to this place, strangers. And the mares are screaming, wild and frantic, to protect their young.

He lifts his head higher, calls out, but the mares can’t hear. They are beyond hearing.

And so he stomps his hooves into the hard ground.

Pain like fire burns up his front legs, but he ignores it. He takes a great breath and rears back with every bit of strength he has and lets his hooves smack against the hard wood of the stall door.

Bang!

“Hey, did you hear that?”

“I think there’s one over here.”

Cupping his ears again, waiting. He knows the men are coming close. He can smell them and he can feel their eyes upon him now, watching through the slats of his stall.

“Getta load of the size of him!”

The voice does not belong to the man with the chains, but it makes no difference. He readies himself.

“He’s a big’un all right.”

A low whistle.

“I bet he was a looker in his day.”

Ears flat back against his skull. Waiting, waiting.

“Not very pretty now. Take a look at those bones! He’s starved near to death.”

“Last legs, I’d say. Poor old fella.”

The scrape of the bar being lifted; the creak of hinges.

He snorts, lowers his head, waiting. A new strength is pulsing though him. The fire in his legs doesn’t matter at all.

“Hey there, big fella. How ya doin’?”

It is dark inside the stall but he can see the shape of a man coming forward, hand outstretched.

“Hey there, boy.”

Waiting, waiting until the man is close enough.

“Hey, old boy.”

Rearing back with all his might. Head up, hooves ready to strike.

“Look out!”

“Get back!”

The door slams shut — just in time.

Hooves striking wood, a hammer blow. Splinters flying into the air.

Bang! Bang!

“You okay?”

“That was close!”

Rising up again for another strike as the metal bar scrapes back into place.

Bang! Bang!

Bang! Bang!

“Whew, what a nutcase!”

“Wonder how long he’s been in there?”

“Take a look at that stall. Filthy. I’d be a nutcase too.”

He waits now, head low. The air is hard to breathe. The pain is white-hot. But he won’t give in.

The men are stupid enough to make another attempt. They click their tongues and talk in soft voices.

He feels only contempt. How can the men think they can trick him with their soft ways? Soft ways to hide the meanness, the need to hurt.

Bang! Bang!

“I think we’re gonna need extra hands.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right.”

His whole body is on fire now, flickering, trembling. Still he kicks and kicks and keeps on kicking. Long after the voices fade away. Long after the screaming of the mares stops and the only sound is the rain, gentle now against the tin roof.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

Morning light is creeping, dull and gray, outside the barn. It pokes through the wooden slats and falls in faint bars across the dirt floor.

Bang! Bang!

Still he kicks and kicks and keeps on kicking. It’s all he can do. Because he cannot run.

SHILOH

Brrrr —

In the shadowy dark the sound is cut off before it has any chance to bloom. Before it has any chance to wake up the old couple sleeping down the hall.

The girl does not say a word as she picks up the receiver and holds it to her ear. Not like she used to, like a dumb baby.

Hello?

And then repeating it. Like a dumb baby.

Hello?

Hello?

Hello?

The first time, years ago, there’d been a click in the middle of the train of wobbly hellos. The sound of dead air. Her own dumb baby voice.

Hello?

Hello?

Hello?

There’d been the tears she couldn’t stop.

Hello? Is that you? I know it’s you. When are you coming back for me?

There’d been only the dial tone. Nothing else.

And so she learned from then on to be silent. She learned not to cry. She learned to pick up the phone at the first sound and put it to her ear and just listen.

Silence.

That’s all. But it makes no difference.

The call is what matters. The person on the other end is what matters, and the day of the year. The one day of the entire year the call will come.

Of course the girl never knows the time. It could be morning or afternoon or night. (Although more often it is night, when other people might be in bed.) Even so, she has to always be on guard, listening, waiting. She always has to be the first one to the phone.

This isn’t always possible, in all the different places she’s lived over the past few years. One place didn’t even have a phone, it was such a dump.

But this place does. The phone is in the kitchen and the old people are down the hall and anyway they sleep soundly through the night. And so when the call finally comes the girl puts the phone to her ear and listens and hardly breathes.

Sometimes if she listens hard enough she can hear a hint of something. The rustle of clothes or the clink of ice cubes in a glass. The sizzle of fire and ash.

Tonight when she closes her eyes she can smell cigarettes, even though the old couple doesn’t smoke. She can smell perfume, like candy. Sweet.

When she closes her eyes and smells the perfume and the smoke she can wait. And wait. She can wait forever if she has to, although she hopes she doesn’t have to. She hopes one day, if she’s quiet enough, there will be a voice on the other end. But for now this is enough.

The girl waits and listens.

Maybe she can hear another sound now. Wet and soft. Steady. Rain? Is it raining there, too?

How far away does her mom live from the old couple’s house? How far as the crow flies? Because that’s what people say when they mean a place is closer than it seems. As the crow flies.

“W-w-wh-wh-wh…”

All at once the noise explodes out of the silence and the girl nearly drops the phone she is so surprised.

“W-w-wh-wh-wh…”

Like a siren, a police car coming closer and closer.

The girl knows all about police cars and ambulances. But this sound, it isn’t a siren. This sound is human.

“W-w-w-whaaaaa! Whaaaaaaa!”

Somebody is crying.

Not the girl of course. She never cries anymore.

Somebody is crying on the other end of the phone.

“Shhhh-shhhhh-shhhh.”

And somebody is trying to shush the crying, stop it before it grows louder.

“Shhh-shhh-shhh.”

Getting more desperate.

“Sh-sh-sh-shhhhh.”

Somehow the girl knows the “sh-shhing” isn’t going to work. She can tell the baby — because that’s what it is — the baby is going to rev itself up instead of down, even with the “shhhh-shhh-shhhh”s. The girl has heard enough babies crying in the places she’s been. She’s met enough people who must have thought they wanted a baby but didn’t when they found out how much trouble they are. When the babies cry and cry and won’t stop crying.

“Shhhh! Shhhhhh!”

“Whaaaaaa-whaaaaaa!”

When babies cry like that in the places she has been, people usually tell them to shut up.

“Meet your sister.”

The girl clutches the phone closer. Her heart nearly stops dead in her chest.

“A screamer.”

The voice is exactly how she remembers. Low and gravelly. From the cigarettes.

“Just like you.”

The girl opens her mouth. Is she supposed to talk now? Is she supposed to answer back? What does her mom want her to do?

“Happy birthday, Shy.”

Click.

And it’s over. Just like that.

One click, and the sound of her mom’s voice and the siren cry of the baby (a sister, she has a sister!) are gone.

Click.

Like they were never there at all.

JESSALYNN

Brrrrnnnnnnng!

The sound comes from nowhere and everywhere.

Brrrrnnnnnnng!

The woman tries to ignore the sound. She tries to stay in the cozy dark and hold on. To where she is. To the bundle in her arms. But she can’t.

Brrrrnnnnnnng!

The sound is already reaching through the darkness, hooking her like a fish and yanking her upward, arms empty.

“Hello? Hello! Jess! Hey, girl, wake up! Jess! Wake up!”

The woman recognizes the voice. Too loud for this time of night — or morning. Is it morning already?

“Jessalynn DiLima! Haul it outta bed, girl! E-mer-gen-cy. I’ll be there in thirty.”

Click.

Ah, now the woman can return to the dark. Sink back into darkness. Ignore the doorbell when it rings.

E-mer-gen-cy.

Eyes open. Just a squint, but open.

E-mer-gen-cy.

The curtain edge holds the barest hint of light. Rain pattering against the glass, soft and low. A vague memory of something harder, of thunder and lightning deep in the night.

The woman squints at the bright red numbers hovering on the bedside table. Morning, for sure. Way too early.

“I’m going to kill you, Nita.”

The old redbone hound dog draped at the woman’s feet lifts her head, thumps her long tail once.

“It’s okay, Bella. You don’t have to get up.”

The dark wet eyes have a guilty look. Or maybe the woman is just imagining it. Not so long ago the dog would have been up like a shot, ready for anything. But now there’s a dusting of white along her muzzle. The dog’s head drops back onto the faded quilt.

The woman sits up and swings her legs over the edge of the bed. She stretches her arms into the air.

“Ahhh!”

A spasm of pain.

Slowly, carefully this time, she tries again, stretching, rising to her feet. Gently she kneads her thumbs into the small of her back.

Mornings mean stiffness now. Stiffness means she’s getting old.

“Too old for e-mer-gen-cies at four thirty in the morning,” she grumbles, but of course there’s no one to hear. The dog, Bella, has already gone back to chasing rabbits in her dreams.



Two


SHILOH

Day breaks and Shiloh pulls the scuffed black canvas suitcase out from under the bed. Everything she owns in the world fits inside. She doesn’t even bother folding the T-shirts and jeans and shorts. They’re all hand-me-downs or Salvation Army castoffs anyway. Who cares if they are wrinkled?

A faint knock comes halfway through the packing. Shiloh ignores it. She ignores the muffled, fluttery voice, too. The door isn’t locked but she knows the old woman is too timid to open it.

When she’s done, Shiloh leaves the case where it is on the floor and folds herself into the closet to wait.

Small places are the safest. Easily forgotten.

There, on a low shelf near her head, she sees an old ballpoint pen.

Click, and it’s open.

She tests the ink on her palm. And then slowly, carefully, she writes all the bad words she knows on the pure white walls of the closet for the old couple to find later, after she’s gone.

The doorbell rings.

Click, the pen is closed. She tucks it into her jeans pocket.

The muffled sound of voices, low and secretive. She knows what the voices are saying even though she can’t actually make out the words.

We tried.

Too angry.

Too much trouble.

We’re sorry. So very sorry.

Shiloh hates the word “sorry.” One of the things she’s learned in her twelve years is that people who say they’re sorry never really mean it.

“Shiloh?”

The state lady. Just outside the door. Her voice cheerful and bright.

What a fake.

Shiloh yanks the door open. She ignores the fake smile as she walks by. She ignores the old couple sitting on the couch on her way through the TV room.

“Good-bye, Shiloh,” the old woman calls in her high, fluttery voice. “Good-bye. I hope…” The voice trailing off, as usual. “Well, I just hope…”

Shiloh doesn’t wait for her to finish the sentence. She doesn’t say anything back as she walks out the door. It doesn’t matter. She’ll never see the old woman again.

JESSALYNN

Before the pickup even rolls to a stop, Jess is out of the passenger side and making her way toward the paddock. Rain pelts her hard but it doesn’t matter. She’s used to being out in all kinds of weather. Rain doesn’t hurt unless it has some ice to it.

A great mass, dark and muddy, is wedged against the white plank fence. As Jess comes near, the mass breaks apart, screaming and snorting, becoming not just one body but many.

Becoming horses.

Skin and bone. Every one. Barely strong enough to stand, by the look of them.

Still they wrestle with all their pitiful might. Jerking their hooves up from the dark, sucking mud. Stumbling and shrieking, eyes rolling back inside their heads.

Jess takes a slow breath, gazes down at her muddy boots. The anger rises up fast. The taste of bile sharp at the back of her throat.

It’s the same every time. With this kind of rescue. It never gets any easier.

Horses shouldn’t look this way. Skeletons with a bit of skin attached.

Horses shouldn’t act this way, either. So fearful of human touch they would break off their own legs just to get as far away as possible.

“Oh, Shenandoah, I long to see you.”

The singing is a reflex. Automatic.

“Away, you rolling river.”

Soft and low. Not really meant for human ears.

“Oh, Shenandoah, I long to see you.”

A song her father used to sing when she was a girl. Many years ago.

“Away, we’re bound away, ’cross the wide Missoura.”

Most times the sound is soothing, a comfort. But not today. These horses are way too spooked.

Screaming and snorting, nostrils flared, the pack manages to pull itself up and away. As far as it can go. Until the thick mud cements hooves in place once more.

“Hey, Jess, this way!”

A voice, calling through the rain and terrible racket.

“They’re ready for us.”

The voice of “emergency.” At four thirty in the morning.

With Nita, “emergency” always means horses.

“Foster or for keeps?” Jess hears Nita asking as she comes out of the drizzle into the dry barn.

“Dunno. Court’ll decide in a month or so.”

Jess can hear the exhaustion in Tom’s voice. She can see the dark circles under his eyes when she comes up beside Nita. Tom’s in charge of this rescue. He’s probably been up all night.

“Can’t keep ’em here that long,” he continues, waving a clipboard in the air. “We’re splitting at the seams. And there ain’t enough to keep ’em all fed as it is.”

Nita nods. She knows all this. So does Jess. It’s the same story, time and again.

A bunch of sickly horses finally get rescued after being mistreated and starved, and the pain and suffering isn’t over yet. Not by a long shot. Because there’s never enough feed at the Humane Society, never enough hay. Never enough hands to help and never enough homes for the horses to go to.

“I ’preciate you gals coming out like this. On such short notice,” Tom says. “And in such great weather, too.”

“At least we’re not the only ones today.”

Nita nods toward the trucks and trailers already lining from the barn to the end of the driveway.

“Yeah, we managed to get it in the papers and on the radio first thing. Word of mouth spreads pretty quick.”

“Especially with Nita around,” Jess says under her breath. “How many calls did you make this morning, anyway?” She grins over at her friend.
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