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Praise for Donnaldson Brown’s






BECAUSE I LOVED YOU


“In this beautifully rendered, evocative novel Donnaldson Brown paints a portrait of star-crossed lovers, brought together by their love of horses and torn apart by tragedy and closely guarded secrets. And yet there is an enduring power to this love that traverses decades and takes many forms, even as their lives take them in different directions. Brown brings her characters from the darkness of loss and betrayal into the light of forgiveness and ultimately peace.”


—Mary Morris, award-winning novelist, most recently of Gateway to the Moon


“The story is a compelling one, with Leni and Cal’s relationship at its core. The two come across as fully realized characters, not just star-crossed lovers. Brown brings both the Texas and New York settings to life, and complex secondary characters, especially Foy and Hank, add to the novel’s richness.… a page-turning story that will keep readers invested.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Cal and Leni first fall in love with horses, then with each other, a love that not even Donnaldson Brown’s beautifully rendered North Texas landscapes can contain. Because they’ve other loves, as well, mathematics for Cal, art for Leni, which conflict with the expectations of their families and their town.There are other secrets, too, one of them buried so deep under Leni’s family tree that perhaps it should remain, but it can’t, not if Leni is to be free. Because I Loved You is deeply affecting, swooningly romantic, hard as diamonds, too: dreams don’t always add up, and trouble can sometimes be our friend.”


—Bill Roorbach, author of Lucky Turtle, Life Among Giants, and The Remedy for Love


“The characters in this deeply moving, lushly imagined novel stayed with me long after I turned the last page. A novel of passion and place, ambition and expectation, Because I Loved You is a beautifully written story that speaks with equal tenderness to the wild abandon of young love and the awful heartbreak of dreams deferred. A gorgeous debut.”


—Amy Brill, author of The Movement of Stars


“Because I Loved You is a gorgeous book, heartbreaking and joyous, full of love and wisdom. In chiseled prose that evokes a precise sense of place and time, Brown explores the conflicting pulls of love and duty and what a life can be. The novel begins as a slow burn and grows incandescent. You won’t want to let go.”


—Alexandra Enders, author of Bride Island


“As hard as Texan chaparral and encompassing as the night sky, this beautiful debut about two young lovers torn between their life’s calling and their desire for one another reads like a saddle you have to get back into, even when it breaks your heart.”


—Courtney Maum, author of The Year of the Horses


“Expansive and intimate, rural and urban, tragic and romantic, Because I Loved You embodies all of the expansiveness and intimacy of a contemporary Western page-turner, and more. Starting in a small town in East Texas and traveling to New York City and beyond, this vivid, riveting narrative will transport you and break your heart at the same time. The vibrant, memorable characters of Leni and Cal will stay with you long after you turn the last page of this beautiful novel.”


—S. Kirk Walsh, author of the national bestseller, The Elephant of Belfast


“What I love most about Donnaldson Brown’s first novel, Because I Loved You, isn’t the tactile reality of places and times that she so sharply renders—the harsh beauty of East Texas, New York City in the simultaneous throes of guerilla art and AIDS and financial obscenity, the tender urgency of first love—but her ability to feel so deeply into her characters that even as they make shattering mistakes we can believe along with them that their actions are exactly what they need to do in the moment, just as they convince us of who they become in consequence. Brown is a writer with the deepest empathy for imperfect humanity, and her people and their lasting impact on each other is so knowable it makes you ache.”


—Kate Moses, author of Cake Walk, a Memoir, Wintering: a Novel of Sylvia Plath.
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Michael, this is for you.


Would that you were here to hold it.


And for you, too, Lyle.


You make me so proud.












October 16, 2016






Caleb McGrath


It is a cool, blustery morning. Caleb McGrath boards a train at Grand Central Station heading north to Wassaic, New York, the last stop on the Harlem River line.


The week before, Caleb saw his brother, Hank, for the first time in forty-two years. Caleb knew Hank had his own well of secrets. It turns out he’d been keeping one of Caleb’s, as well. One Caleb didn’t even know he had. They are a burden, secrets. Sooner or later we have to leave this world. The fewer secrets we carry, the less bound we are to it.


Sitting upright on the hard, creaking seat, the dog-eared and yellowing diaries and sketchbooks Hank gave him heavy in his lap, he watches the city give way to low-rise suburban houses, clapboard or stucco, and small businesses. Gyms and hair salons, auto repair and lawn mower sales give way to thickets of trees, already yellow and orange, and an occasional bloom of red.


There’s no station at Wassaic. Just a platform, not even benches. Though still unaccustomed to it, Caleb’s grateful he brought his cane. Something to lean on as he waits and watches the last passenger bounce down the platform steps with her overstuffed knapsack and ukulele and hop into a squat yellow Fiat that barely stops before scampering out and south on Route 22.


Perhaps she’s changed her mind. Perhaps she’s not coming.













PART ONE:

BETWEEN THE CREEKS







Life is woven out of air by light.


—JACOB MOLESCHOTT












CHAPTER oNE



Naples, Texas


August 1972


Leni O’Hare





Her mother’s native tongue snaps and spews, skimming after her across the dry goatweed and brush.


“Madeleine O’Hare! Come back here. Reviens! A cet instant! Écoutes-moi! Arrêtes! Arrêtes!”


But she and Foggy are gone. Galloping beneath the dove-gray sky to the far rise in a frantic waltz—one-two-three, one-two-three, one-two-three. She imagines clods of dirt and grass from her dappled mare’s hooves, like one of Foy’s fastballs, lodging in their mother’s throat. That would shut her up. No more talk of selling Leni’s prized mare.


At the top of the rise, Leni glares back at the patchwork of paddocks circling their barn, like pieces of the stupid quilt Maman makes her work on week after week, scraps of their old clothes and dishtowels, nothing wasted, everything to be used and reused until it’s shreds.


Mad all over again, she gives Foggy more rein, urges her on. The mare stretches her neck and lengthens her stride. The saddlebags with grain for Foggy, and the few clothes and whatever else she could grab, jostle behind her. The tall switchgrass passes beneath them like rushing water. Faster and faster, over the crest of the small hill and down toward the river.


But even by the river, with the beating of Foggy’s hooves across the dry ground, her mother’s shouts seem still trapped between her ears. “Dieu te vois. Remember that! God sees you!” Leni tightens her legs around her mare as they jump ditches and dodge one hawthorn bush, then another, desperate to shed her mother’s curses, because she’ll be as wide and open as this Texas chaparral. Infinite, maybe. Not pockmarked and scarred by her mother’s curses, like Evan Holt’s face since he came back from Da Nang with shrapnel from his navel to the crown of his head, and now Marguerite—perfect, buxom Marguerite with their mother’s dark curls and her always starched blouses and smoothly pressed skirts—won’t marry him like she’d promised.


Beyond the bend, across the Old Tram Road, the river widens into a small marsh. Leni pulls Foggy up to a jog, then a walk. Sweat lathers the mare’s neck, runs down Leni’s neck and back, too. They are both puffing hard.


With the reins loose now, resting on Foggy’s neck, the mare picks her way lightly over the dry grasses. Leaves and twigs crunch beneath her hooves as they follow the river north.


Exciting to be on her own. And away—finally—from her foolish mother, in her homemade hats, lace-up shoes, and white socks, insisting Leni give up her horse and barrel racing as though she’d ever be prim and prissy and boy crazy like her sister.


The river winds calmly here, especially lazy now since there’s hardly been any rain since spring. Dry as a turkey’s gullet, her daddy says. The air, though, is moist and thick today. Foggy’s ears spin forward, watching a jackrabbit bounce and weave from a cluster of cottonwood trees into the tall grass.


Clumps of old hardwoods along the shore mark the river’s path. Cottonwood and oak mostly, some sumac and scraggly white pines. Leni scans the banks for a place to camp. Here between the creeks, the Sulphur River and the White Oak that dip into Texas at the bottom of the Ozarks, is like nowhere else. These creeks can be nearly dry as spit one day and rise ten feet the next. Along the bottomland, big old boar can spring out, fast and sudden as a pitch hit hard to the outfield. Eagles and osprey hunt over the watering holes. Blue heron and white egret pose, so proud and still, in the tall reeds. There’s quail and mourning doves. The white-tailed deer, almost as skittish and muscle-twitched quick as the squirrels. She likes that her daddy and Foy don’t hunt, even if some people think that’s crazy. There’re coyotes and bobcats, of course. Even an occasional, and especially sly, wolf. And she’d need ten minutes to list all the snakes. Most of them you just want to stay away from. The way they flow over the ground, like trickling water so easy and quiet, makes her wonder sometimes if this earth is where she belongs. Except when she’s on Foggy.


The day before, Leni was helping her daddy over at the Conyers’ big farm on the other side of the creeks. Her daddy’s the best vet from Texarkana to Decatur. Everybody says so. They were seeing to one of the Conyers’ ewes that had a real bad eye infection. Swollen and pus-filled. The Conyers moved recently from somewhere way over by the hill country. Austin. Or even further maybe. Leni hugged the ewe’s nose under her armpit, whispered into the twitching ear, and watched Mrs. Conyer, with her painted nails and twirly skirt, watch her daddy as he worked.


When he finished, Mrs. Conyer looked out across their field and asked, “How can a person get accustomed to so much sameness?”


If a pink sunset, stretched thin like taffy across the entire sky, is the same to a person as a twisting gray funnel cloud swirling through pine woods, then as far as Leni’s concerned there’s no help for her.


There used to be more people here between the creeks, back when most folks were farming. But the small farms with one or two dairy cows and a few pigs and laying hens gave way to ranches raising beef cattle for the feedlots in Midland or stockyards in St. Louis. The McGraths run the biggest ranch. Her daddy says Mr. McGrath’s been buying up land for more than thirty years to run his cattle on, and he’s got himself wells pumping out oil from here to Oklahoma, too. Leni sees him on occasion at a rodeo or the feed store. He’s built like a tree stump. His older son, Hank Junior, looks just like him—dark-haired and thick all over. Only he’ll smile on occasion. At girls, mostly. The younger son, Caleb, is in Foy’s grade at Pewitt High, a year ahead of Leni. They’ll be seniors this year. Caleb’s built like a sapling, tall and smooth. He keeps to himself mostly, from what Leni can tell. Like her.


Leni lets Foggy wade over the rocks into the shallow water. Their hearts beating steady now, calmed by the river and the solitude. The reins slide through Leni’s hand as the mare stretches her neck to drink. Leni listens to Foggy’s long pulls of water, and wonders what it’d be like to be on her own forever. To follow the sun across the chaparral, bathe in the river, catch a bass for supper, and go back to a shelter she made with her own hands under a grove of hardwoods.


Sometimes you can feel rain in the air and pray for it to fall, but the clouds just slide past, holding on to those precious drops of water until they get to the Gulf. This feels different. Very still. The sky gray and so close. Leni hadn’t thought, and hadn’t had time anyway, to fetch a mackinaw or tarp.


Foggy paws at the water. They splash back onto dry land. She was figuring on heading to Billy Drum’s place. He’s an old friend of her daddy’s and retired now. He’d take her in, she’s pretty sure. But his old sawmill and barn are another hour’s ride north and west. Leni eyes the reeds at the edge of this marsh. She could cut fistfuls of it with Foy’s old army knife that she snatched on her way out of the kitchen, find a spot beneath some hardwoods, and make some kind of lean-to. Something to at least keep her saddle and saddlebags dry.




Caleb McGrath


Cal had finished his chores and was waiting out the worst of the August heat in his room, tinkering with the miniature ham radio he kept tucked inside his desk drawer in case someone—namely his father—were to barge in. Hank Senior strictly forbade the radio enterprise. Cal figured it was more because he couldn’t understand it than because a ham radio was illegal to operate. Cal built a small one anyway. Using sardine tins for the transmitter and transceiver, hammering the tin lids into shape. Scouring ads in the back of Popular Mechanics, he sent away for the coils and tiny transponders, paying with money he earned giving roping lessons to the ranch hands’ kids and anyone else who’d ask. The radio operated at about two watts, enough to tune into Mexican operators at night and north into some of Oklahoma most days.


The back door off the kitchen slapped shut.


“Molly!” his father’s shout ricocheted through the newly-remodeled kitchen and across the open dining room where the heels of his boots struck the stone floor like matches on flint.


Cal’s mother was tall and slender. She wore her hair, which was the pale brown color of winter wheat, in a short bob. Her fingers would often flutter up and smooth strands behind her ears. She was a native to Texas and ranching, but she would fit right in in the suburbs of Dallas or any southern city. There was an elegance about her, and grit. She stood eye to eye with her husband, and had a look—with those pale green eyes—that was about the only thing that could stop him, tightly coiled and ready to spring as he was, in his tracks.


“Where’s that boy?” Cal heard his father growl, his ire up. Nothing new about that.


“The one you named?” his mother replied, likely extracting a cigarette from the pocket of the small scalloped apron she wore, over her customary cigarette slacks.


Cal’s room and his brother’s were just past the living room in the long ranch house. Cal stashed the tray with the radio parts in the desk drawer and pulled toward him the book that lay on his desk, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. He’d read it all, and the parts on Sir Isaac Newton and his theories of light and color two or three times. Such a mystery, light. It marks the very beginning. All life depends on it. It has no mass no substance. It is intangible and perfect. Its particles immaterial and immortal, possessing infinity. The book opened to Niels Bohr, quantum mechanics. Particles and quarks, packets of energy that, in fact, led to the development of transistors, but he flipped back to Sir Isaac Newton. Laws of planetary motion.


Cal listened to the thwack, thwack of his father’s boots on the slate floor as he marched past the wet bar, toward the sunken living room with the wide stone hearth and the new shag carpet, the color of fresh copper, shipped all the way from Atlanta.


Newton’s father, an illiterate farmer, died before baby Isaac was born on Christmas Day, 1642, in Lincolnshire, England, and his mother abandoned him to marry again before he was two, returning when he was eleven to pull her son—one of the most brilliant minds the West has ever known—out of school and plop him on a farm to muck stalls and milk goats. Parents are not always one’s allies.


“You set foot on my new carpet with those boots,” his mother’s warning, “and you are sleeping in the shed. And what are you in such a fuss about?”


“The hay!” his father shouted.


Cal’s father was thick all over, with a short neck and barrel chest and thighs like full gallon jugs that brushed against each other when he walked. His work shirts pulled tight across his chest into tiny sharp folds at each button. The silver buckle on his belt, the size of a playing card, wedged just below his gut. His black hair was flecked with gray. But he was still a man one would think more than twice about getting into a fight with. Most men, to avoid saying the wrong thing, just got quiet around him. Except for Hank Junior. His brother liked a dare.


“I’ll get Caleb,” his mother said. Her voice, made husky from cigarettes, was deeper than one might expect, looking at her.


“We got to get up to the Lacey and get that damned hay in before this storm.”


“Where’s Hank Junior?” Cal heard the quick click click of his mother’s shoes on the stone floor, as she approached his room.


“That I do not know.”


“We got to be easy on him yet,” his mother said.


“Easy, my ass. Call George and Danny. Tell them to meet me at the Lacey.”


“Hon?” Cal’s mother tapped softly on his bedroom door. “Your daddy and ’em need you to help bring in the hay that’s been cut.”


Cal looked out his window, west across the driveway toward the horse barn. The house was built on a lot carved out of a sprawling pasture, set a good quarter mile back from the road. A year and a half earlier, Hank Senior had taken down the old two-story clapboard farmhouse with its low-slung eaves and a porch that stretched along two sides and built the one-story brick ranch house that looked like every other house built in east Texas since 1960, only bigger. And with central air and heat. Cal glanced out at a stretch of dusty sky, nothing too ominous.


“You know where your brother’s at?” she asked.


“No, ma’am. He doesn’t answer to me.” More than likely his brother was sitting at the Roadhouse, a couple of empties in front of him, or in town chain-smoking in front of the 7-Eleven with a couple of other vets recently returned from the war. They clung together like burrs.


“Hurry now. Your daddy’s waiting on you.”


To the east, through the spotless picture windows that ran along the living room and dining room, Cal could see clouds as black as barrels lining the horizon. A herd of white-faced Herefords beyond the fence circling the house grazed and flicked their tails, unaware or resigned.


By the back door, Cal pulled on his boots and grabbed an apple from the counter, his hat from the rack, and headed out to the driveway. But Hank Senior was already halfway to the County Road, dust jetting out behind his shiny red pickup and rippling across the dry grass. Cal had let Hank Junior take his truck earlier that afternoon, because his—so his brother said—was at a friend’s, with a flat tire.


On a rise past the driveway, a five-foot steel fence enclosed the horse barn and paddocks. Cal saw to the horses, up early each morning to feed and water them, home before supper each night to feed and water again.


Captain Flint, Cal’s big bay, swung his head over the fence and watched Cal approach. For his tenth birthday, Cal’s mother convinced their father to let him have the pick of the yearlings. Every day for two weeks, Cal went down to the yearling pen and to the broodmare pasture. His father grumbled, wondered when “the boy” was going to make up his “damned mind.” But this was the most important decision Cal had yet faced, and he knew it. He’d go after school, before starting on his chores, sit on the fence, and watch the young horses play and graze. Walter, their steady, trustworthy foreman, went with him the first few days, talked with him about horses. Cal quickly narrowed it down to three: Flint, a strawberry roan, and a bay mare. The next week, he picked Flint because he was strong—he had good straight legs and a wide chest—and because he noticed everything, from a butterfly flying jaggedly through the paddock to a tractor engine starting up in the machine barn a good seventy yards away. Cal reasoned he’d be sensitive and smart. And he thought the horse was pretty with his shiny dark coat, white stockings on his front legs, and a blotch of white on his forehead.


Once he’d decided, Walter laid a sturdy hand on Cal’s shoulder. “Good choice, young man,” he said, nodding, and went back to work. Cal felt proud. And Walter was right. It was a good choice. At eight years old, Flint had filled out beautifully. Thick round rump, that deep chest. He was tall for a quarter horse, but still agile and quick. Too quick sometimes. A little high-strung. But he and Cal were partners. They understood each other, trusted each other.


As Cal crawled between the lower bars of the fence, Captain Flint’s rubbery lips mussed his hair and shirt collar. Cal opened his palm and let Flint have what was left of the apple, one bite, then the last. Juice and seeds slid through his fingers.


The air was getting darker. Not the softness of dusk, but heavy, like metal dust was falling over the chaparral. Cal gave Flint a quick brushing—while the other horses looked on, smug and lazy—and slung the blankets and saddle across his back, cinched him up, and got on.


As he started toward the County Road, his mother hurried out of the house and called after him, the wind yanking her hair loose and flinging it about her face.


“I don’t want you riding out with this weather coming,” she yelled. “You know better ’an that.”


Cal also knew they had to get the hay in before the rain spoiled it.


“You take my car.” She held her hair off her face with one hand and pointed to the new blue Buick lurking in the carport with the other, cigarette smoke swirling above her head.


“I’d get stuck soon as I turn off County Road,” Cal shouted over the wind, as Flint pranced sideways. “I can make it in fifteen minutes on Flint.”


She knew that was so. “All right then,” she said as she ground her cigarette out with the toe of her shoe like it was a cockroach. “All right …” She waved him on as though tired of the whole lot of them, stubborn men, and started back to the house.


When Hank Junior got drafted and shipped off to the other side of the world, their mother got more edgy. Smoked more. Drank more bourbon come sundown. She told Cal late one night when they were alone that if she had to send another son clear across the globe to some jungle swampland the size of a Texas county, she’d do something drastic. That she was sure of, she said, bourbon sloshing the sides of her glass as she stared him down, leaving Cal to wonder just what his mother was capable of in defense of her sons.


Flint and Cal jogged away from the barn. The branches of the old maple trees by the gate quivered, showing the undersides of their leaves as though asking for rain. Cal and Flint sidled up to the gate, let themselves through under the leery eyes of a couple dozen cows huddled together beneath the trees, their bellies already taut with next spring’s calves, and loped north toward the Lacey hay pasture.















CHAPTER TWo



Leni





Behind a grove of thick leafed yaupon hollies on the White Oak’s banks, Foggy grazes lazily, pausing now and again to run her nose against her foreleg or shake a stray fly from her face. Leni takes out her daddy’s old canteen. It’s dented and the stained canvas is fraying, but it doesn’t leak. From her saddlebags, she gets the bread and cheese she swiped from the kitchen counter before her mother could stop her, then lays out the blanket—her daddy’s from his war—brown and threadbare in places. She unwraps the cheese, pulls a slice of bread from the plastic wrap, and watches the skinny switchgrass and bluestem bend toward her in the wind sweeping over the pasture.


Maman. Damn her. Thinking Foggy was hers to sell. To some Mr. Royce from Tyler. Leni doesn’t care how much money he was willing to give. So his little girl can start racing barrels? Leni and Foggy race barrels (when she can earn the entrance fees). And ride the chaparral. And swim in the McPeels’ watering hole. Leni tends to her every day. Grooms her, feeds her, beds her stall thick with straw. “No!” she said. Foggy is hers. As much as her arm is hers.


And Leni thought that was that.


When that shiny silver horse trailer came bouncing down the drive, Leni knew. That was no one with a sick animal looking for her daddy. It was that Mr. Royce. Needles ran through her veins.


Leni flew up the stairs, four at a time. Grabbed her diary, sketchpad, pen, and ink.


Cradling them to her chest, she yanked her blue sweater from the drawer, boots from the floor. Ran out through the kitchen. Maman shrieking behind her. She snatched Foy’s pocketknife from the table, swept the bread and cheese and two apples (which fell out of her arms by the door) off the counter, and tore toward the barn, as the trailer, a big four-horse one, pulled by a matching double-cab pickup, rattled toward the house.


The goats scattered across the paddock, while Agnes, the milk cow, and Roger, Doc O’Hare’s old roan, always laconic, watched. Foggy, head high, jogged to the fence, following Leni to the barn. Kicking the tack room door open, Leni grabbed a saddlebag. She dumped the sweater, pocketknife, pads, pen, and ink into one side, and dashed to the feed room. She sloppily scooped oats into the other side of the saddlebags. Then back to the tack room where she rolled the canteen, halter and lead rope, and food into her father’s blanket. Tied the whole mess onto the back of her saddle tight. Flinging Foggy’s bridle over her shoulder, she jogged to the paddock and slid the barn door open. Foggy—sensing the emergency this was—was already there.


The trailer began its slow circle in front of the house. The kitchen door snapped shut. Her mother hurried out, waving to Mr. Royce.


Leni slipped the bridle over her mare’s head, led her into the barn. In front of the tack room, she smoothed the mare’s coat with her forearm—no time to brush—and hoisted the blanket, saddle, then the saddlebags onto her back.


Maman was calling. “Madeleine! Madeleine! Viens-ici!”


Leni grabbed the cinch and pulled it tight under Foggy’s belly.


“Madeleine!” Her mother scurried toward the barn. Her small, plump frame, her quick, tight steps. Her large breasts bouncing. “Écoutes-moi, Madeleine!”


The fool Mr. Royce was trying to back the trailer up between the paddocks. But the damned thing was so big—maybe he was figuring on taking every one of their animals. He pulled forward, began all over again. Maman, trying to appear in control (always), waved to Mr. Royce, then dodging the trailer, hurried up between the paddocks toward the barn.


Leni couldn’t take Foggy out the front. Their only chance was to slip out through the stall for the goats at the end of the barn, where the eaves slope steeply and the Dutch door’s so low, Leni has to duck her head to get through.


“Stay with me, Foggy girl. Stay with me. We can do it …” Leni willed herself to speak calmly and low.


“Madeleine!” Her mother was in the barn.


“You got to do this, girl,” Leni murmured to the mare, and flicked her tongue, cluck, cluck, cluck.


Foggy raised her head again and, slinking onto her haunches, backed up. Leni snapped the ends of the reins against the mare’s rump hard as she could. Out Foggy bolted—the saddle scraping the stall door—Leni at her heels.


Mr. Royce’s pickup revving behind her, her mother screaming her name, Leni—reins in hand—ran to the gate, Foggy jogging beside her. She unclipped the chain from the gate. Foggy sidestepped, eyeing the barn, then jogged forward through the gate. Her mother’s yells had become shrieks. The goats bucked and mewed in the paddock behind her. Leni pulled the gate closed, leapt onto Foggy. And off they ran.


Away from the barn and the house, her mother’s shrieking, and up over the rise, into the deep grass and down to the river where Mr. Royce and his big new trailer could never follow.


A bite of cheese. A bite of bread. She can’t tell if she’s hungry or not. The sun begins to melt over the pine barrens toward Sugar Hill. To the east, thick clouds pulled by the wind from the north are sinking over the chaparral.


Leni watches a young willow tree bow with the wind toward the river. She sets down the bread and cheese and goes to the saddlebags for her sketchpad and pen. Not just any pen. The Rapidograph her daddy got her at a veterinary conference two years back in Galveston. He took Leni with him, thinking the sea air would clear up the bronchitis she’d been fighting for near a month. What did her good, though, was seeing the horizon over the water, so big she could make out the curve of the earth. Something she hadn’t known how to imagine before. Not really. Made her wonder about all the things that lay beyond her sight. It opened her mind to possibilities. Doc O’Hare wrapped the pen himself in thick brown paper with a gold ribbon almost as wide as the box.


Leni dips her hand into the saddlebags. Something’s damp and mushy. The bottom of her sweater wet as if with blood. She takes it out, opens it wide. A jagged black pattern across the bottom of the sweater. Her fingers now moist and black. The ink jar lost its top. Black has seeped across each page of her sketchpad, blotting out portraits of Foggy, the goats, and the rooster. Ink crept over sketches of the green and rusted tractor beside the well, smearing the pines and hardwoods that divide their house and barn from the river. Damn. And the composition notebook with its black-and-white mottled cover she uses as a diary? A smudge of ink, like a fat pig, all across the front.


A wind gust leaves the hair on her arms and head prickling like she’s been jolted. She stares upriver, into the wind. She has only the clothes on her back. A dollar twenty in her pocket. And a loaf of bread. Still, though, better to be out here, free, with Foggy than without her in that cramped house with Marguerite whimpering and Maman nagging, and Daddy reading in his office with the door closed. She didn’t want to think about how, if she were at home, she’d watch the storm with Foy. How they’d crouch by his bedroom window. Listen to the rain splatter the sides of their frail house and wait for lightning to streak across the sky. How they’d sneak down to the kitchen at night for peanut butter and crackers, then go back up to write on his ceiling with flashlights.


Waiting out a storm is a risky business. She knows this. Twisters can touch down and race across the chaparral with little warning. The charred stalks of trees smote by lightning stand barren and eerie in nearly every pasture. She considers again pushing on to Billy Drum’s place, but she knows she can’t get there before the storm hits.


Back to the blanket to think. Another bite of cheese. The soft white bread sticks to the roof of her mouth. They’ll be sitting down to supper in another hour. Marguerite will surely be ruffled, having to clear the table and tend the animals. No one looks after the animals as well as Leni does. Marguerite won’t wet down Roger’s hay, so he’ll likely get his cough back. And she won’t make sure the goats, Heidi and Scarlet and Clementine, get the proper table scraps—no meat or grease—if there are any scraps left, that is. Now that football practice has started, Foy’s eating like a pair of oxen. And Marguerite won’t look over the animals for cuts or scrapes or sadness in their eyes either. All that Leni’s learned from their daddy.


Two years ago, her mother sold the pigs, Troy and Sissy, when they were only four months old. That was sudden, but not so unexpected. This time last year, she sold Gracy, the donkey, to Mrs. Burton who wanted a donkey to pull a cart for her grandchildren. Crazy idea. Anybody but her mother knew you couldn’t get that donkey to do a damned thing. She was an inordinately lazy animal who could calm down other creatures like some kind of hypnotist—a nervous horse, sheep, or cow that might be there for her daddy’s tending. Too bad she couldn’t calm down her mother. Leni knew her daddy liked the donkey, too. Foy had broken his arm. Maman declared—not even looking up from shelling peas when Doc O’Hare asked where the donkey had gotten to—that she sold the animal to pay for Foy’s doctor’s bills. It didn’t make any sense to Leni. They’d never gone without doctor’s appointments. Or food. Or clothes on their backs, even if they weren’t as fancy as Marguerite would pine for. Were things really that hard? World War II’s over, she wants to shout, but doesn’t.


Foggy, though? Her Foggy? “You spend too much time with ‘zht hoss,’” was her mother’s refrain. So Leni had fallen behind on her chores around the house. Chores that Marguerite did until she graduated high school and started working at DeWitt’s Hardware and Feed. The way Leni sees it, if any little thing doesn’t go her mother’s way, she casts her disappointment about like a spell. Leni knew her mother thought she was marrying a medical doctor when she left the north of France and landed in forlorn Naples, Texas. Quite a surprise to discover he was an animal doctor. Leni, though, thinks her father’s profession—taking care of animals—is the noblest. He’s patient and caring. And he works harder than anyone else she knows.


Leni doesn’t want to keep thinking of her mother. But she can’t stop. What is Maman thinking now? After this, Leni’s declaration of independence. How’s Maman going to explain this to her daddy? Maybe—finally—Maman will see that she can’t just push and mold people into whatever it is she wants them to be. Every person has a purpose. You can detour for only so long before you either get too lost from yourself to ever return or something bursts.


And, yet, she knows she can’t stay away forever. Once Foggy’s somewhere safe, she’ll head home. And get grounded for eternity.


The air is eerily quiet. The soft rip, rip of Foggy snatching grass is about the only sound. No birds calling. No flies whirring. She needs to build her shelter. There’s a sumac tree next to a fallen oak, two small yaupon hollies next to it. And taller trees nearby to draw any lightning, she hopes. Leni folds the bread over the bit of cheese in her hand, stuffs it in her shirt pocket and begins gathering branches, propping them between the downed oak and the yaupon. With Foy’s pocketknife, she cuts long stems of grass by the handful and weaves them in and out of the branches and twigs.


Suddenly, Foggy’s head shoots up, stalks of grass jutting from her mouth.


“What is it, girl?” Leni follows the mare’s gaze back toward the direction they came from. Nothing. Foggy resumes grazing and Leni resumes weaving, trying as best she can with the tender grasses to tighten the branches and twigs. It’s close to futile. The best she can do is a rickety excuse for a covering, barely as wide as the moth-eaten blanket she’d brought. It is nowhere near watertight and even she can smell the rain coming now. She finishes the last bite of bread and cheese and tries to patch a few more gaps and slits. It’s ridiculous.


With the lead rope in hand, Leni pulls Foggy’s head up from the grass and starts toward the trees. The lower branches of the sumac are just tall enough for Foggy to stand under. Leni brings her tack under the shelter and she and Foggy stand beneath the small trees to wait out whatever’s coming.


Foggy begins to fidget. A rumble starts deep in her chest. Her ears strain to hear something behind her. She tries to back out from under the tree, but a lower branch pokes her rump and she scoots forward. Holding the lead rope tight, Leni climbs up on the fallen tree and peers over the rise.


Moving slowly along the low ridge, a half mile away, is a lone horse and rider. Scrambling off the log, Leni takes Foggy down to the river, farther out of sight, and wraps the lead rope around the roots extending off the end of the fallen oak. Was someone sent to look for her? Someone sent by that Mr. Royce? Or maybe it’s one of the cattle rustlers her daddy’s been talking about—some animals went missing from a neighbor’s place just last week, right before their calf sale.


Foggy nickers again. Leni scrambles back up on the log. The rider is calling out. This time, Foggy throws her head up and whinnies loud. Leni leaps down the bank, grabs her saddle. Foggy lets out another whinny. Loud and shrill. Scanning the river for a place to cross, Leni jogs toward her, stumbles and falls, landing on her saddle. Leni tries to hoist the saddle onto Foggy, but the mare scuttles away. Leni yanks on the lead shank. Foggy throws her head and backs up, splashing into the water.


The other horse is answering now, the wind carrying its whinny. A whinny with a curlicue at the end, like a yodel.


Leni sets down the saddle and steps back onto the log. Looks out over the pasture. Damn if it isn’t Foy on old Roger. She yells, waving her arms until Foy sees her and waves his baseball cap over his head. He pushes Roger into a trot and finally a slow, rocking lope, which is the most that old horse’ll do for anyone.


Foy arrives, one hand gripping the saddle horn tightly. Good thing, too. Roger nearly pulls him out of the saddle to start grazing before he’s even come to a full stop.


“Nice riding!” Leni calls out.


“Madeleine O’Hare, qu’est -ce que tu penses que tu fais?” he says, eyebrows raised. It always makes Leni laugh to hear Foy with his strong athlete’s build and blond wavy hair fall into his Maman-mimicking falsetto.


Leni pulls Roger’s head up from the grass.


“Hell, Leni.” Roger lunges for more grass. “You’re gonna get wetter ’an a rat out here. You’re gonna get me wet, too, goddammit.”


“Stop whining.”


“And that’ll blow off faster than a squirrel can scale a tree.” He’s pointing to the rickety lean-to.


“I am not going back there,” Leni says.


“He’s gone,” Foy answers.


“Who’s gone?”


“That Mr. Whoever-he-was from Tyler. I got home from practice not long after you ran off.”


“He’ll come back.”


“He ain’t coming back,” Foy says, letting Roger snatch a mouthful of grass.


“How d’ya know that?” Leni asks. Foy is a person who thinks life is fair and reliable.


“Because Daddy told him the mare was not for sale.”


“How’d Daddy do that? He wasn’t home.”


“I knew he was up at the Conyers’ place again. I called him. And he came on home. So, you can come on home now, too. We got to hurry.”


Leni has been holding on so tight to her scheme, half-formed as it may be, she has to reconsider everything now.


“Leni, come on.”


“OK. I don’t know. Maybe.” She’s patting her chest. Trying to think. “Have a smoke with me first.” She starts toward the saddlebags.


“Where’d you get cigarettes?”


“I know where Daddy stashes them.”


Foy swings his leg over Roger’s neck and slides to the ground. Everything he does, he does smooth, graceful like, whether he’s pitching or batting, running past linebackers, helping their daddy hold a calf, or combing his hair.


Foy lights Leni’s cigarette, then his own. They stand side by side and smoke. Roger winds mouthfuls of grass around his bit with his slow, thick tongue, and Foggy—ever the scout—snatches a wad of grass, then head up, peers into the wind, tasting the air. Land floats out all around them, the river softly laps at its banks to their left, sumac and yaupon leaves rustle behind them as the storm clouds suck up the last light.


Then—wham! The first slap of thunder is a doozy! Roger flings his head up. Foy catches the reins as they fly out. Foggy jumps. Leni plants her feet and holds the lead rope with both hands.


“Well, Madeleine Bonet O’Hare, you willful child,” mocking their mother again. “Can we get back home now?”


“I am sleeping in the barn, though.”


“What?”


“I am not setting foot in that house tonight.” She is adamant. “That’s all.”


“You going to get dressed for church tomorrow in the barn?”


Leni grunts. “I’m not going in the house. Till,” how does she get out of this, “I don’t know when.”


“Suit yourself. Come on.”


Foy picks up Leni’s saddle and swings it onto Foggy’s back while Leni rolls up their daddy’s blanket, letting what’s left of the now gritty bread and cheese fall to the ground. She lays the saddlebags across the back of her saddle, picks up the ruined sweater and sketchpad, and lifts the flap to put them in.


“What happened there?” Foy nods toward the pad as he tightens Foggy’s cinch.


“An accident.”


“Lemme see.” He reaches for the pad.


“No, Foy. Come on, if we’re going to go.”


His hand lands on the pad. Leni lets him take it.


“It’s nothin’. Come on.” Now she’s whining.


But Foy is turning the pages, one by one. His eyelashes are so thin and long. She’d never realized there was anything fragile about Foy. Solid, conscientious Foy.


“I’m real sorry, Leni. All this work.”


“It’s nothin’.”


“It’s something, Leni.”


He flips through the pad until there are no more ruined drawings to look at and hands it to her. She slips it back into the saddlebag.


They mount Roger and Foggy and start off.


“You go on,” Foy says. “You can ride home and back three times before Roger and I’ll make it.”


“I’m not in any hurry.”


Riding side by side, they pull up their collars, roll down their sleeves, and hunch their shoulders. Not that any of that will keep them dry. Leni slaps Roger’s big rump with the end of her reins. They jog slowly away from the river, back across the long pastures. Thunder rumbles. A strand of lightning sizzles across the sky before them.





Caleb



Truth be told, Cal’s father would rather have had his head bent over his ledger books than talk with any person, unless that person was going to buy something from him. He’d worked hard from the time he was twelve, something he liked to remind Cal of often, especially if Cal was doing something useless, in his father’s estimation, like reading. From the time Hank Senior was ten or eleven, he had to help make ends meet. It was the Depression. By fourteen, he’d proved himself to be quite a salesman. He sold seeds and tools, things he found, things he found and fixed. He lost part of his left thumb to a welding torch at fifteen. But that didn’t deter him.


In 1936, when he was sixteen, his mother, father, and three sisters—one with a husband in tow—left Texas and headed west. He didn’t go with them. He had been earning more money than all of them put together, so he struck out on his own. Within a year, he bought his first car off a rancher who’d already lost half his land, a 1926 Ford Model A sport coupe. He lived out of that car, traveling and selling whatever he could to whoever would buy it. He ate one meal a day and allowed himself one beer and one whiskey a week, which didn’t save him from a bar fight now and again, like the one in Texarkana when he got his nose broken and nearly lost an eye. A man came up behind him and hit him upside his head with a bottle, left him with a scar across his temple and over his ear, and no peripheral vision in his left eye. He’d never say why that man came up on him like that. Hank Junior would laugh when Cal asked him, like he knew but couldn’t tell the likes of Cal. The injury kept their father out of the war, though.


Through the Depression and into the early forties, the oil business needed men to lay pipe and work the rigs. And that’s what Hank Senior did. The dust bowl didn’t reach down as far as east Texas, but the boll weevil and drought did and drove many families off their farms. In 1939, at nineteen, Hank Senior bought thirty acres in Bowie County. Then twenty more alongside those. In ’43, he bought a small farm over the border in Oklahoma. That was the first one they found oil on. It wasn’t too long after that he was doing some wildcatting himself. He was no geologist. He didn’t even finish ninth grade. But he had guts and luck. By 1946, with the war over, he owned twelve hundred acres and at least a portion of the mineral rights to two dozen wells. By the time he was thirty, he was putting together the ranch on close to 8,000 acres. There were ten wells on the ranch alone, pecking and sucking at the earth like giant robotic chickens day and night.


At the Lacey meadow, with clouds blanketing the sky overhead, Walter, their foreman, was on a baler that knocked and sputtered across the meadow, raking up the shorn stalks of Bermuda grass, stiff and sun-bleached to a pale, chalky green. The machine bound the bales into tight rectangles and spit them out one at a time, every thirty feet.


Cal’s father was on the tractor, pulling the flatbed. Two of the ranch hands, Danny and George, were on either side throwing bales up onto it while Errol, Walter’s skinny son, stacked them.


“Tie that damned horse up,” his father shouted, “and start throwing bales.”


If he’d been his brother, he would have yelled right back, “If you’d have had the sense to wait two and half minutes and let me ride with you, I’d already be here throwing bales.” But he wasn’t Hank Junior.


Diesel fumes, acrid and oily, seeped over the meadow. Cal led Flint to the one tree—a lone pine, scraggly and awkward as an oversized scarecrow, near the bottom of the meadow—and wrapped a rein around a thick fallen branch at its base, then jogged out to the tractor grinding its way up the field. His father was at the wheel, steady on. Danny, Errol, and George were keeping up. Danny saw Cal and leapt onto the flatbed to help Errol stack; Cal took Danny’s place throwing bales. They worked like machines. Lifting a bale, hoisting it onto the flatbed. Ten steps forward. Another bale. Lift, hoist. Over and over. Soon the flatbed was piled high and his father turned the tractor and started for the hay barn.


“Cal!” he yelled. “Load up that pickup.” He pointed to the new pickup, a hundred yards away.


It’d be faster for him to help unload the flatbed, so they could get it back out to the meadow, and he told his father so.


“You know better ’an me? Is that it?” his father yelled, as the tractor burped fumes and smoke.


Cal shrugged. He was done shouting over the wind and the knocking and whirring of the machines.


“George! Is it faster that way?”


George looked at Cal, then his father.


“You know he ain’t gonna say nothing,” Danny yelled.


“When you gonna say something, George? When’s he gonna say something, Danny?”


No one answered.


“All right, goddammit. Help with the flatbed.”


Errol and Danny unloaded the flatbed, while George and Cal stacked the bales, then jogged back out to start loading it up all over again. Their heads bowed into the wind, they moved, steady and fast, to the rhythm and drone of the engines. As they threw bales, splinters of stiff dried grass worked their way inside their shirts, down their necks and the back of their pants, even inside their boots, where they stuck to the salt and sweat on their skin.


“Come on, come on,” Cal’s father yelled. “We can get this load in and one more!”


The tractor jerked and groaned across the meadow. The men followed. Hoist, heave. Ten paces. Hoist, heave. Cal’s gloves ripped across the palms where the baling twine dug in. The air an eerie green, and too still, tasted like gunmetal.


They were loading the flatbed up for the third time when the first drops of rain—fat as bullets—broke the spell. Minutes later, lightning flashed and thunder shattered the sky.


Cal looked to Flint. He was crouching like he wanted to sit down, his nose pushing skyward again and again, as he tried to yank the rein free from the branch he was tied to. Cal ran toward him, calling his name. The branch bounced closer and closer to the horse’s legs.


Lightning again blazed across the sky, pulling down thunder and sheets of rain. Flint flung his head upward again and the tree limb snapped. He skipped backward, rearing up. A jagged piece of branch swung toward his legs, and the rein gave way. Free, Flint careened toward the road and out the open gate, his tail high and straight out behind him.


Cal ran to his father’s truck and jumped in. He gunned the new truck, bouncing in and out of ruts, his head hitting the roof of the cab. On the old oiled road, he drove, weaving around tire ruts and potholes like a crazed snake. He knew his father would be screaming and swearing a streak. He didn’t care. Not a half-mile down, the road began to narrow. The Sulphur River was close and rising already. Flint could have dodged into the woods, even crossed the river or stayed on the road. Cal had no idea. The rain washed any tracks away. Branches and brush screeched against the sides of the truck like fingernails on a chalkboard as he fishtailed in the slick mud. He knew he should stop. He knew Flint was past where he could follow in the truck. But he kept going.


Ahead a small ash tree had fallen across the road. Water fell with such force, it blanketed the truck like a shroud, the wipers unable to keep the windshield clear. Cal rocked the truck back and forth, getting enough momentum for the front tires to climb over the tree, which scraped the undercarriage all the way to the rear axle. The back tires scrambled over. Thunder exploded again. He kept on. Around the next bend, the road narrowed further. The river was rising. He couldn’t go forward. One mistake had piled on top of another and another as the rain pummeled the truck and mud clutched at the tires.







Leni


Leni and Foy jog slowly alongside County Road. The rain’s coming hard and fast. Leni shivers, more from anger than the wet. From being misunderstood.


Foy twists, gives Leni his goofy wide-mouthed grin and lets his broad shoulders and narrow pelvis roll and tumble with Roger’s plodding trot like he’s a sack of potatoes. Leni smiles.


Watching the wet drip down her brother’s arms and back and down Roger’s shoulders and haunches, she feels bad. He wouldn’t be out here in this, with thunder and lightning closing in, but for her. Her and Maman’s fighting.


Foy lifts the drenched baseball cap off his head and combs his hair with his fingers. It’s a mystery to Leni how her brother got such fair hair. Their daddy’s hair’s the color of walnut. Her mother’s and Marguerite’s is as dark as black coffee. And hers is a red brown like mahogany. Maman says her daddy and her two brothers were blond. Leni doesn’t believe her, but there’s no way of knowing because they’re all dead. And she has no photographs. They died in the war, both of her brothers and her daddy, and cousins and neighbors, whole villages set out along the rocky north coast of France, when it was battered for days and weeks and months on end, over and over, by gunfire and grenades and the sea and rain, until they all nearly drowned in rubble and mud and blood. That’s how Leni sees it, at least. From the way her mother told it, that one time, sitting around the kitchen table, waiting out a storm that knocked out the lights and pounded the roof. Maman’s eyes fixed on hemming a skirt in the dull light of the kerosene lamp. Her fingers—evenly, methodically—looping the needle through the fabric as she talked. Almost like none of them was even there. Her mother’s voice soft, younger-sounding. Foy and Marguerite stopped their game of gin rummy. Leni stopped oiling the bridle in her lap, looked to her daddy. He sat, pipe poised in the corner of his mouth, eyes on their mother. Slowly, he reached a hand toward her. The softest pat on her forearm. She just kept sewing. Kept talking, more and more French weaving in and out of her words. Doc O’Hare retracted his hand. Around the table, in the shadows of the kerosene lamp, they listened.


Maybe, Leni thought, her father married her mother to rescue her. Can’t get much farther from Normandy, France, and that drenched, rocky coast than dry, scrappy Morris County, Texas. Leni found it hard to think of two people who seemed more incompatible. Her daddy, unflappable animal lover who could lose himself in thought staring out over the land, and her practical mother, all purpose and routine. Her father had been a medic in the war. He had his own stories, which he kept to himself. Leni looked at her mother that shadowy evening, her fingers working, talking to herself as much as she was talking to them. There was something stunned and small and fragile about her. It made Leni worry. Worry for all of them. What would happen, really, if her mother crumbled? Leni wanted to know more. Before bed that night, though, walking up the stairs with a feeble flashlight, her father said they oughtn’t ask their mother for any more stories. When Leni asked why, all he said was some things are better left in darkness.


So Leni’s left wondering what her grandfather looked like. If her mother felt the same way about him that Leni feels about her daddy. Wonders if Foy resembles Maman’s brothers. Her ghost uncles. Or a lost cousin. Did sports and games come as naturally to them as they do to Foy? Did they poke fun at their little sister, Maman, and make her laugh at herself, like Foy does? Foy may not be the smartest boy, at least not at school; nobody can help but like him, though. Every new school year, the teacher will look up that first morning during roll call, smile, and ask Leni, “How’s that big brother of yours doing?”


Water is gushing from the sky. The culverts along County Road are filling fast. Leni and Foy turn off and cut across the deep grass behind their barn to come in between the paddock fence and the woods. Lightning flashes over the empty paddocks. The goats and Agatha are in their stalls. The hens in their coop. The house is completely dark.


Thunder so loud it hurts, like being inside a barrel, crashes above them. Foggy’s balled up like a spring and sawing on her bit.


“You glad to see the house now?” Foy shouts, rain spilling over the brim of his cap.


“No,” she sputters back. Stubborn, as usual. “Did you milk Agatha?”


“Marguerite was supposed to.”


Marguerite, Leni thinks, is about as reliable with the animals as I’d be on a boat.


Thunder explodes again. Foggy swings her haunches one way, then the other, trying to get around Leni’s hold on her. The sky—purple and gray—seems to be descending on them. Leni sits deep in the saddle and tightens up again on the reins just as Foggy shies left away from the woods, all four feet off the ground, and nearly lands on the fence. Leni growls at the mare and pulls her up hard.


“Ain’t nothing in there for you!” Leni yells over the wind. Foggy almost lost her with that little move. She kicks Foggy hard, urging her forward. The mare keeps snorting, staring into the thick woods.


Then Roger whinnies, high up in his throat. An alarm whinny. Leni looks to Foy. He’s staring into the woods, too.


Out trots a big bay horse, knees high, his dark neck white with sweat, a saddle stained brown as mud with the wet and a bridle with only one rein. Seeing Leni and Foy, it darts away from them between the trees and the paddock. But lightning like a spear lands ahead of him. The big horse skids to a stop, rears up, and spins back their way.


“Whoa there, whoa there …” The fence on her left, woods to the right. Leni holds her hand out toward the horse. He stops, fidgets in place. She watches his shoulders, trying to decipher which way he is fixing to go. He is blowing hard, his ribs heaving. The veins in his neck and chest pumped full. He’s been running hard.


“Don’t let him get into the woods,” Leni shouts. “Push him to the fence. I’ll grab his rein.”


The horse slinks onto his haunches, backing away. The wind blows Leni’s hat right off her head. The horse freezes, watching the hat somersault across the paddock. Leni presses Foggy closer.


“Whoa there,” she says again.


The horse looks back to Leni, stretches his nose in the air. He’s quivering.


“Whoa there, boy. You’re all right now.”


There’s red streaming down the horse’s front right pastern and hoof.


“He’s hurt!” she shouts to Foy.


The big horse rolls his eyes back, peering at Leni. There’s a blotch of white on his forehead, shaped like a fist, and a small white stripe between his nostrils that are flared and puffing. Leni moves forward, slowly.


“Come in closer,” she yells to Foy.


“Careful, Leni!”


The horse is pressed against the fence, not knowing which way to turn. The rain is falling in sheets. Her clothes feel glued to her skin like papier-mâché, the leather reins soaked and slippery in her hands.


“Handsome boy,” Leni repeats softly, “handsome boy …” Squeezing and releasing Foggy’s reins to keep her paying attention, Leni focuses, on the big horse like a cow pony on a calf.


The horse stamps his hurt leg. Blood and water splatter the grass. She presses toward the strange horse and prays the sky will stay quiet for another minute more.


Leni is not eight feet away from the big horse’s head. Foy and Roger come around the horse’s rear. The horse eyes Leni and snorts.


“He’s got a brand,” Foy shouts. “Running M.”


“Running M?”


“The McGraths.”


“How’d a horse from the McGraths get all the way out here?” She inches Foggy forward, leans slowly over the mare’s neck. The big horse watches her. Slow as molasses, no sudden moves, she extends her arm toward—


Wham! Lightning splits the sky. Thunder, sounding straight overhead, explodes. Foggy and the riderless horse spin toward each other. Falling, Leni grabs Foggy’s mane. The big horse’s rein flies out. Stretched along her mare’s neck, Leni catches the rein.


“Let go! Let go!” Foy shouts.


Leni’s arm twists in its socket. But she is not letting go. The brown horse actually pulls her back to some balance. She holds Foggy up as short as she can, the wet reins beginning to slide through her hands.


His nose in the air, the strange horse rolls his eyes—the whites showing—from Leni to Foy. Leni to Foy again. His sides heaving, he quiets, lowers his head. The rein in her hand slackens.
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“Expansive and intimate,
rural and urban, tragic and
romantic; readers will love

this exquisite debut.”

—S. KIRK WALSH, author
of The Elephant of Belfast
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