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			The Horses

		

	
		
			Some
of What
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		Hard to figure how so much awful horror could’ve started out with just them two horses and not a one yet named, both mindin their own business on that spring afternoon near the Tree Streets, nosin hay scraps at the back of Paddock A, with the new kid mindin his own business too, sittin hisself real quiet on a fence rail and, just like them horses, also nibblin on a blade of grass.

		Peaceful as peaceful gets.

		Rayleen Roundy, Orvop original, with braids and braces in her younger days, and still with braids in her elder years, would try once with paint to get at that moment, before she erased it with more pain, paint that is, Clop-Clop-clip-Clop, this time tryin for stacked logs of red elm, then asters, then attemptin to paint a cloud-encroached sky, and then the whole of it lost to the fires of Time. But if you’d’ve beheld her tableau and forgiven some of the lopsidedness of the horses, Rayleen bein no great artist, and surely not up for no Homeric echoes or the unaltered consequences of unbearable weapons or the dangerous enchantments of nine ordinary gates; if you’d’ve overlooked the mislaid perspectives of that fenced-in patch of dusty maltreated earth, well then you might’ve still seen how she caught with her lovin brushstrokes the lollin flow of the hour’s cool breeziness, as well as in her shadowless composition found a kind of portentless calm that we would all count ourselves lucky to enjoy, when campfire stories, as good as those can be, don’t dare interrupt the sun, and Journeys of the Dead don’t cross no one’s mind neither.

		In the years that followed, good folks like Gil Stubbs and Anton Smiley; Amelia Beltran of course, the same Amelia who would become lifelong friends with Rayleen; along with Irene Wren, Courtney Resnick, Eldon McKennan, Craig Sandower, and fer sure Simon Bickette, would try their darndest through the materials of their practice to at least preserve the joy, and if joy is goin too far, then the pure idleness of livin, right before the heedless future, with no regard for Wile, Wrath, let alone Determination, or for that matter any thought of Love, Beauty, or Justice, chewed it all up: this one moment, and only this moment, of just a scrawny kid still sittin on a fence rail, still enjoyin the sight of that black mare and blood bay geldin, who were likewise also still enjoyin themselves.

		What could be better?

		And then Lindsey Holt charged up.

		Hey! he hollered, but the new kid either didn’t hear him or didn’t care to hear him, because he just kept starin at the horses. Hey, I’m talkin to you! Lindsey shouted again, closin fast the gap between hisself and the object of his fury.

		The new kid did at least turn around then.

		Don’t talk to me! Lindsey bellowed at once.

		I didn’t say nothin, the new kid finally answered.

		There you done it again!

		And Lindsey, satisfied with the logic of this, yanked the new kid right off the fence. And then, as if that weren’t enuf, got to kickin him.

		Lindsey probably would’ve kept on kickin too, and achieved some terrible damage upon that helpless and bewildered youth, if none other than Tom Gatestone hisself hadn’t passed by right then. Not that Tom did much except stop in a riot of laughter, which is how Tom often found hisself, couldn’t help hisself, could laugh about pretty much everythin, includin when the moment came for him to die.

		Tom’s big ears went bright red, and he howled hisself so hard, he got fast to coughin, gaggin some, enuf to get him diggin loose the leaf at his gum, because it was either that or cease breathin.

		Of course, upon seein Tom Gatestone in such a state, Lindsey stopped his commotions at once, and only after the new kid had scrambled away did Lindsey reckon he had no idea what was so funny, whereupon this confused look overtook him, which only made Tom laugh harder, doublin him over again, because, see, Lindsey weren’t the smartest of kids, and this confused look of his only helped make more evident that particular claim.

		Now it should be noted it weren’t no riskless endeavor to laugh at Lindsey Holt. Fer starters, havin what was thought of in those environs a girl’s name, this bein Orvop, Utah County, in the year of our Lord 1982, why you’d either have to get strong quick or hightail it to California. On top of that, and makin matters a heckuva lot harder on poor Lindsey, in his younger years he even looked like a girl, a real pretty one too, before that first tickle of chin hair finally came to his rescue, and by then he was steer strong and about as ornery as one strung tight with a buckin strap in a Bascom rodeo chute.

		When he was grown to near match the size of such a bovine, and maybe just to provoke some foolish soul to snicker at either his name or his tender features and hence justify the decidely untender beatdown that would follow, Lindsey kept his blond hair long, layered and feathered, parted in the middle too, in the way you’d see a cheerleader like Nadeen Garriman wear hers, she fer sure copyin the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders, or at least Cami Lark, or maybe a poster model in a red bathin suit. Lindsey spent near an hour every mornin gettin his hair blow-dried right. It helped that his sister, Lara, was a hairdresser.

		Tom, though, paid Lindsey no mind, nor did he abate his chucklin when he offered his hand to the new kid, like Tom always done for the lost cause he had no business goin out of his way for, because lost means lost, as his daddy Dallin Gatestone always tried to tell all three of his noble-afflicted children, because no help any child has had to offer ever changed the outcome of this world, or so their dear daddy tried to make clear, even if his noble-afflicted children could see he was just sayin that for their sakes, not quite believin the words hisself.

		You know him, Tom? Lindsey asked, more than a little surprised.

		I do not.

		Huh. What’s so frickin funny then?

		Funny?! Don’t start me up again, Lindsey. You’re funny! Kickin like you don’t know how to use your own feet! I never seen no one kick like that! Goshdarn, I can’t even describe it. Worse than my little sister, and she’s been perplexed her whole life, tryin to keep her legs movin in just the one direction.

		Which was an unkind thing to say about his sister, especially with her not bein there to defend herself, though it was true, she did have in her gait a wanderin way some called lame but their Aunt Lissie called a signature of beauty, because beauty ain’t beautiful if it ain’t unique.

		Lindsey darkened at Tom’s directness, but to have a laugh like Tom’s, Lord given his momma would swear, requires a sensitivity the likes of which most in Orvop could not summon let alone answer.

		Now hold on, Lindsey! Tom hollered, hands up fast, as if a big dumb kid like Lindsey was the tin-star Law itself, which might then have even crossed Tom’s mind, as his long, beautiful face started to redden again with that endless mirth. Don’t get all worked up twice! I can see you meant business, and far as I can tell by the wallopin you was givin this pup, you done already settled that business, and in your favor too. Unless, that is, he killt your whole family. Did he kill your whole family?

		No.

		Then just your folks?

		No.

		Then your brothers? I don’t care much for Dwayne.

		No, Tom, he did not kill my brothers.

		See now, and Tom’s smile seemed to ignite deep in his eyes a dark glint. You’ve won.

		Like a lizard to a hot rock, Lindsey took quick to the compliment and even laughed a bit, like he and Tom was laughin together, which they weren’t, like he and Tom was friends, which they weren’t, though you couldn’t blame a kid like Lindsey for wishin Tom Gatestone was his friend.

		What he done to you? Tom asked.

		I come to see the horses is all, the new kid finally spoke up, his words comin out as certain as the spit on his lips was red, tryin then to slap the dust off his jeans, rubbin the back of an arm too, his right elbow tore up enuf to bleed through the long sleeve.

		This weren’t about no horses, Tom, Lindsey made clear. I’m done sick of his shoes.

		His shoes? Tom’s face again reddened.

		Look at em! Every day! Same pair! I even warned him not to wear them no more. I don’t care if he ain’t from Orvop, but he can at least act like he’s from Orvop. But did he listen? Nuh-uh. Have you ever seen such prissy things?!

		Lindsey weren’t wrong either. No kid, certainly not in Orvop, had ever seen such a pair, like a moccassin, only too worn for even the poorest Indian, and blue, though a blue faded to near gray, with leather laces and rubber soles. Called Top-Siders. They was made for a boat, though this kid sure didn’t look like he’d ever set foot on a dock let alone a deck.

		You got to kickin him because you didn’t like his shoes?!

		This time Tom doubled over so low, he had to drop to his knees, cryin so hard, he really couldn’t breathe.

		Fought like his shoes too! Like a girl! Lindsey further disclosed, as if that might solve it all.

		That’s true, the new kid even admitted. I never could fight. Not that fightin crossed my mind when I seen this big yak runnin over like he wanted to marry me.

		Now on your knees is near low as you can get, but Tom got lower, rollin on his side in the hard dirt, which in the end was what arrested Lindsey’s charge. See, not carin to be called a yak, Lindsey had at once lowered his head like he figured his skull bore horns fit to gouge the poor kid, all the while Tom kept makin this high-pitched wheezin sound, not a part of his face unred, his eyes squoze shut, a-leakin with tears. Tom was havin hisself one heckuva good time, and then his big black hat tumbled from his head and rolled right into Lindsey’s path. Not that Tom depended solely on the errant way of his hat, such hats when they appear, especially black ones, or white ones, best just regarded as warnins.

		And Lindsey did stumble before it, though truth be told, unbeknownst to that maraudin galoot, it was Tom’s boot tip, faster than a cat’s paw, that kissed Lindsey’s heel just enuf to tangle him up, just enuf to force Lindsey to catch hisself, which he did, easily. He weren’t the Orvop startin defensive tackle for nothin. But that moment of rebalancin was all that was needed, so instead of followin up on the kid’s insult, Lindsey reached down for Tom’s Stetson, and like it were the headgear or aegis of Achilles or Ares or even Athena herself, or any other one of them ancient or god-derived warriors Ms. Melson, Mr. Rudder, and Mrs. Annserdodder liked to teach about, he set to dustin off the wide brim and cattleman crown, surmisin maybe that this exchange would cement permanent their nascent friendship.

		Lindsey never noticed that the new kid, through all these antics, had not moved one inch. Now even Tom, who was pretty nimble hisself, would never have thought to stand tall with Lindsey chargin him like a bull blind on rage. And maybe it was this boy’s stolidity that quieted Tom’s own cachinnations some, Tom noticin what Lindsey kept missin even as Lindsey handed Tom back his hat and gave him a hand up too, how the new kid showed no concern over the abuse he’d just taken and would likely have taken more of if Tom hadn’t chosen on that Tuesday afternoon, April 13 to be exact, to walk home by way of Willow and Oak instead of takin Ninth straight to Briar. It was like he’d already plumb forgot about both Lindsey and Tom, returnin to the paddock to resume gazin upon them two horses.

		And that sure got Tom’s attention.

		Tom’s game was bulls, but his life was horses, which is hardly surprisin to anyone familiar with the Gatestones, given their familial and ancestral loyalty to equines of all shapes and sizes. Tom had already demonstrated a kind of skill and ease teachers and rodeo folks alike couldn’t help but take note of. He was the elected FFA president for next year, with a closetful of ribbons and a dresser stacked with silver. He’d gained some regional fame when he’d sat eight seconds on Hightower, a bull that had pretty much terrorized the Springville Fairgrounds last summer. Snow College had already intimated he’d have any scholarship money he needed, though the Gatestones had no need for scholarship money. You don’t have all their horses with land to match if you don’t got a little cash.

		You wanna ride them? Tom asked the new kid, winkin at Lindsey, mischief already layin claim to territories beyond the limits of the kindest heart.

		Not that Lindsey was as quick to follow so wicked a plan. Tom, these are Old Porch’s ponies. He’d kill us if he found out.

		That is a certainty, Lindsey. Though I reckon if we play this right, them two horses might kill us first.

		Heck, Tom, we don’t even have a saddle.

		You need a saddle? the new kid asked then, and thunder might as well have broke the dome of Heaven plus split the fence poles and leveled the barn, which really any puff of wind should’ve knocked down years ago, though to be sure the day was as bright as Mrs. Hallie Plummer’s crystal is clear, with not even a wisp of cloud up there let alone one that might summon thunder.

		Tom didn’t laugh then, but his smile sure got bigger.

		There’s a halter right over there, the new kid even added.

		Boy, how Tom started rubbin his hands together then. With absolute glee! And soon a little rodeo was arranged, Tom insistin on one dollar each, he bein the first to lay down a crisp bill, the new kid draggin out of his pockets just enuf change. Lindsey, however, didn’t have on him even one dime. Tom said Lindsey could owe him, which almost made Lindsey quit the whole arrangement, because he didn’t like owin nothin to no one. Nonetheless, Lindsey put aside his pecuniary preferences, as holdin to them might’ve suggested he was afraid to even have a try, not to mention concedin from the outset that Tom was the better rider, which Tom was by far, but this bein Orvop, no kid could ever admit to anythin but bein the best even in the face of the best, especially in a little contest like this.

		Tom slipped between the fence rails easy as air and, easier still, haltered the dark mare. And if you know nil about our equine consorts, a halter ain’t got no bit nor reins. It’s just a soft harness for the head with a metal ring under the chin to attach a rope, called the lead, Tom bein capable enuf with knots to modify that lead so the end was retied again under the chin, hence makin a sorta set of reins, or really a loop, which you’d be a fool to think would offer you any help if the animal got to fumin.

		Not that this horse here seemed anywhere close to fumin. Of course, underestimatin that mare was an easy thing to do. She weren’t big by any means, and though Tom could guess she was a mustang, and he was right, in appearance she had a leanness that weren’t so dissimilar from a thoroughbred. Plenty others would have devalued her on account of her size and even conformation, but Tom didn’t care about none of that. He listened to her personality in the way she moved, though the mare didn’t move much then nor cast much by way of a shadow so that who she was remained hid.

		As Tom laid his hand on her back and patted her croup, the black mare’s nostrils might’ve widened some, but only just. And when he laid his hand lightly on her withers, why then maybe an ear twitched, and fer sure the tail switched back and forth too, but just once. Otherwise, from muzzle to stifles, this great little mustang stood rock still. And of the slashes on her gaskins or other scars around her hind parts, a few even on her back, and on her belly too, who’s to say what they was tellin Tom?

		When at last Tom took hold of the rope, lacin too her long black mane between the fingers of his left hand, not a hint of objection stirred in her big brown eyes, but as soon as he swung up his right leg, and he did so easily, all easiness left the ring. That black mare at once threw down her head, pinned back both ears, and shot forward, kickin both her back legs skyward before rearin up just as fast and then doin everythin in her wily powers to scrape Tom off on the fence.

		How Tom hooted with surprise and happiness, his long legs loose as a puppet with too much string, both flyin up in a jangle, slappin down in a jangle, his belt buckle the size of a hubcap tradin winks with the sun, while his right hand as light as nothin kept that big black cowboy hat pinned in place, magic it seemed pinnin his narrow buttocks just south of the withers, for all five seconds, and then even a sixth second accordin to Lindsey’s watch, at which point the magic didn’t actually abate but moved from Tom’s steadiness on the horse to the manner by which Tom left the horse.

		Tom sure was somethin to behold that afternoon. And if to the dumb-eyed he was just another brown-haired brown-eyed boy, albeit long and lanky, especially in the chaos of that ride, why on that day you’d still have to be extra clueless to miss how his dark features suddenly sparkled light as, say, the Orvop River bottom on a summer day, alive with moss-covered rocks, weightless trout, sand bright as gold dust, with his big teeth brighter than when them riverbanks are blanketed with first snow. That was Tom, one moment a river, the next a cat, why not a goat. Whether feathered, scaled, clawed, or a current on earth or above it, he was allways wild beyond us. Wild inhabited him, and endless laughter was the result, because he was forever. For a moment at least.

		And even when Tom admitted defeat, none of his glories were subdued. Quite the contrary; he was easy in his goins. After all, what every one of us eventually finds out but Tom somehow already knew: the world will always leave you behind. Tom begrudged no endins, even when this mare denied him a subsequent second, much to his amusement, catchin him off guard with a sudden double reverse which lifted him, just enuf in the air to seal his fate. Tom weren’t no fool; a quarter inch, a whole yard, they was the same. The horse was out from under him and Tom laughed, even as he was slidin off the off side, but far from fallin, more like lopin off, his right leg long enuf to make reachin the ground seem somehow possible, though lordy how he managed to swing that left leg out of the way too, without a hitch from that wild buckin animal, and follow it all through with what looked like an easy jog, not walkin on water, as far as miracles go, but near as good when it comes to walkin away from an ill-tempered horse, which is really the closest thing to a miracle these boys had ever seen, that mare still lashin skyward with her hooves and black tail not to mention givin that vault of unencumbered Vastness a good view of her nether places, all while Tom trotted back to the fence, hat in hand, not a hair outta place, with a smile larger than the Lord’s and all of Heaven’s vaults.

		Ain’t she made of surprises! Wanted nothin to do with me!

		Or a seventh second, Lindsey added.

		Lindsey seemed encouraged by this fact, at least at that moment. But he didn’t last even three seconds. Tom generously gave him three too, considerin how long it took for Lindsey to get even sideways of the mare. It weren’t pretty how the big football player had dug both his hands in her mane, grabbin up in his powerful hands some of the lead rope too, and then draggin hisself up onto her back. It was somewhat of a marvel that he’d managed to then get seated and hadn’t just stayed draped across her, belly down. In all his maneuverins, his knees had got up so high, it looked for an instant like he was gonna stand up on the horse, sorta like the way he looked when he was doin a cannonball in the Jurgenvins’ pool, which was pretty much what he did look like when he left that frenzied horse; fortunately for his sake and the Orvop High School football team, his trajectory flew away from the fence, though a mean hoof did nick him on the back of his left buttock as he sailed toward where the manure was deepest.

		Lindsey emerged covered in it too, manure in his mouth, in his nose, even in one ear. This dressin-down, so to speak, beat a fractured skull, but he sure weren’t grinnin when he got back to the fence. He’d lost a dollar he didn’t have to Tom, and on top of that was just beginnin to realize how he’d gone from the satisfaction of beatin on a scrawny kid to now havin the crap kicked out of him. That was some of Tom’s genius on display right there, how he’d gotten Lindsey to go from pickin on someone half his size to someone a good five times his size.

		Lindsey had only one measure of pleasure left to take from this fast-sourin day, and that was to see this new kid in his prissy shoes not only get thrown but maybe kicked too, and this time kicked right, maybe even sent to the hospital, maybe even killt, a thought that actually seethed through young Lindsey’s mind.

		Now you can see what you’re up against, Tom said to the new kid, nice like, but also aimin to rob Lindsey of the malice that big brute was incapable of concealin. There ain’t no shame in forfeitin that dollar to your elders. This here is Lindsey Holt, a junior like myself. He’s an esteemed member of the FFA and already a star on the Orvop varsity football team. One day you might even see him on television with the professionals. You might even take pride in the fact that he even noticed you enuf to give you a welcomin kick in the rear.

		He’ll get more than that if he don’t get up on that horse fast, Lindsey growled. He really had it out for this kid, and maybe for the first time that day, a hint of irritation showed on Tom’s face.

		What’s your name? the new kid asked Tom then, calm as flax.

		Tom Gatestone.

		The new kid extended his hand. Kalin March. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone ride as good as you. That was a real honor to behold. I’m mighty grateful.

		And no lyin here, Tom went a little slackjawed because the last thing he expected from a small fry like this was a compliment like that, with the strangest part bein how such a young voice could utter it with such sincerity that it made Tom feel like it was comin from a teacher or a ward bishop or even from his own daddy, which panged him plenty.

		Now there are a handful who swear that this was their true bindin moment. Llewellyn Bailey and Carter Roylance, to name just two, would get in quite the argument outside Farrer Junior High. Llewellyn mowed the Roylances’ lawn, and Carter’s sisters babysat for the Baileys as well as the Apples and the Trunnells. Llewellyn would swear it was the handshake, while Carter would hold tight to the exchangin of names. By contrast, Shamayne Apple would wind up arguin with her younger sister, them two squallin out in front of the Erville Family Mortuary of all places, swearin that the only moment that mattered was when Kalin declared his gratitude.

		Whether these or any other moments can be satisfactorily proclaimed the bindin one, except the one that we all know, what will always resound through History, sworn to in that awful hospital room, Kalin hopped off the fence then and headed over to the mare, though not straight at her, but stickin to a long easy arc, and bidin his time as well, so that when he reached her, what she’d noticed comin her way at first she might near have forgetten about when he arrived. Once again she was still. And when Kalin slid up on her back, she didn’t move then either. He lay against her neck for a while, strokin her and whisperin in her ear. She did lower her head some but didn’t leap forward, and then when he sat up and slowly lifted her head with the lead rope, she didn’t rear back. She even trotted ahead, though not for long, slowin quick enuf back to a walk, snortin a couple of times, her beautiful chest heavin in and out, and soon after takin a long walk around the paddock.

		Tom and Lindsey was both hysterical, Tom with laughter, of course, and Lindsey with ire.

		I ain’t owin him a dollar for ridin a horse you and me tired out! Lindsey fumed.

		Tom cocked his head to the side, findin that the hardest part of this utterance was how Lindsey had in fact made a fair point, even if Tom bein Tom sensed there was more at work here than just a tired pony.

		Kalin eventually slipped off the mare, unbuckled the halter too, the whole time carryin on whatever conversation the two had enjoyed thus far. Fallin in love they was, as some still say.

		He also ain’t half our size, Tom, Lindsey groused. That horse didn’t even know there was but an ugly bug on its back.

		Not one to refuse any excuse to laugh, Tom chuckled some, though he remained puzzled. No question Lindsey plain loathed this kid and weren’t gonna let up. But, also, this kid had somethin on them both that Tom hadn’t begun to figure out yet.

		You wanna give the other one a go? Tom asked Kalin, soft like and low, surpisin hisself with the deferential music in his own voice.

		Kalin just handed Tom the halter and headed back out to greet the blood bay, Lindsey slumpin back some then on the fence, gettin smugger still with each step the new kid took through the deeper manure in the center, not that Kalin cared a whit, his gaze steady on the squat geldin, who quick enuf got wise to the approach. This weren’t just a prey animal; he was a prey animal that had learned to survive worse than Kalin for millennia. But like the other, as if soft lit from all directions, little shadow betrayed who he was. The horse did flatten his ears, though, and exposed more and more teeth the closer Kalin got.

		By the time Kalin reached the geldin’s flank, he had to keep dancin outta the way of all them attempted bites. The horse refused completely his near side, but Kalin didn’t defend no plan, headin instead around to the off side, or what those not familiar with equine polarities would call the right side when lookin the way a horse looks.

		Since that horse’s barrel of a belly might as well have rivaled a tank’s girth, Kalin took the widest arc yet, which also helped to communicate no incursion and lesson calm, as well as avoid any wild kicks from this mostly quarter horse, Kalin’s guess, correct too. Like the mare, the geldin’s coat was shaggy and neglected due to a lack of brushin and attention. Unlike the mare, the geldin bore no scars, though Kalin sensed there was age here, maybe immense age, and no matter how well hidden, age always gathers its scars.

		By the time Kalin eased up to the off side, the geldin had relaxed some, a might bit overconfident that Kalin’s purpose was spent, though still snappin at the air to make sure of it. Not that Kalin was one bit diminished by where he stood and then no longer stood, movin so smooth, it should’ve seemed far too fast if it weren’t also so natural. Kalin just needed two skips and a light post with two hands on the withers. Swifter than a tired man takin a seat, Kalin was swung up and settled before that horse could get a notion about what had just happened. In fact that big-bellied brawler even took a few trots forward before he understood he had a friend now. Not that the horse didn’t react, rearin back faster than he could think, with that scrawny boy holdin on to nothin but the long tangled mane, though a better eye would’ve spotted quick that that mane was hardly gripped, with the real work happenin at the knees, the inside of each expertly fused with the motions of that protestin storm. Tom saw all this, of course, releasin that beautiful whistle of his high above, to circle the globe, out of reach of weather or any other disturbance, likely circlin there still.

		When his rearin proved unsuccessful, that bellicose blood bay tried next to play the plough, throwin his head down, and so low a somersault might’ve seemed likely if he hadn’t instead opted at the last second for a spin around, not once, not twice, but a full three times. Like a little tornado. That horse even gave it a shot the other way around. But Kalin was hardly disturbed, his dark brown hair hardly flutterin, even less than the mane, his dark brows lowerin far less than the horse’s ears. Kalin weren’t so much on that horse as he was the horse.

		After that the blood bay just bolted straight at the fence where Tom and Lindsey sat. Lindsey was so startled, he near fell off backward. Tom, though, was quite the opposite, leanin forward, so thrilled just to see what would happen next: Would the new kid bail? Throw his weight to the lead? Instead Kalin, usin not just his knees but the insides of both his legs, like he already knew what was comin, rose up, leanin only slightly back as the horse pulled up hard, no doubt fully expectin to throw this burdensome trespasser right over his shoulders. But Kalin weren’t goin nowhere, just as still as that pony was now in his dead halt, the two of them locked together in shared petrification, until the geldin with a big snort unpetrified them both, shakin his head side to side as if acceptin then that it weren’t no use to try to shake loose your own back. Kalin, knowin that anythin more weren’t meant for that day, accepted the draw and hopped off, pattin a shoulder before the blood bay offered a half-hearted snap of his teeth and trotted off.

		Kalin had stayed atop that combative creature of scramblin discontent an easy dozen seconds, but his weren’t a performance like Tom’s, or even one Lindsey might assay, both of them too often tryin to equal those overly popular images of cowboys on buckin steeds. That was not for Kalin. Kalin would never participate in the deliberate act of troublin an animal. His gift had nothin to do with the acrobatics of domination but rather in the bestowin of calm, which in fact is how on that first day Kalin left the little tornado, gone of storm, as if once again returned to the grasp of a familiar and gentle memory assumed long gone, nuzzlin the mare first before next gettin after more alfalfa.

		Not that the storm was ever far off. Lindsey never even got a hand on that geldin, and seein that big boy chase after that kickin pony made Tom this time laugh hisself off the fence.

		Tom, fer his part, did manage to get a hand on the horse’s withers, by which time that treacherous creature seemed asleep, not even twitchin an ear let alone tryin for a bite, Tom then swingin hisself up even quicker than the Kalin kid, though not fast enuf to outsmart that little tornado’s schemes. No sooner had Tom’s rear grazed but a hair than that horse’s back was risin up, bouncin Tom up like he was an inflated stadium ball, except with long floppy arms and legs. Up he went and over, landin nimbly enuf, light as a gymnast dismountin from a pommel horse, if somewhat disbelievin too, but still extra amused, swattin that geldin’s rump with his big black Stetson by way of conciliation. Though even with the swat, the horse only ever so slowly strolled away, well aware of his victory, liftin his tail then to drop steamy globs of satisfaction.

		Tom’s smile never wavered, oh heck it grew, but Lindsey was already yellin. That don’t count! His eyes fillin with even more disbelief when Tom handed back over to the new kid his change plus the one crisp dollar bill.

		Fair is fair, Lindsey. This boy just done whooped both our butts.

		The heck I’m owin even one red cent to that— Lindsey couldn’t even spit out one word more, stompin off, cursin everythin in sight, even the crows that had landed on the neighborin peach trees no doubt to laugh at them all.

		

		—

		So whatever you’ve heard, and no doubt you’ve heard plenty about what happens later, what none who know it will forget, and so long as stars keep sheddin light more than just a handful will never stop talkin about either; no matter how much the talk ices your veins, especially when it’s late and the moon’s missin and your campfire’s no longer holdin even an ember; when you’ve still found the courage to turn from modern claims on your attention to listen there in your solitude to the great Breath that holds us all in its Grace, mullin over the sheer impossibility as well as inevitability of all that was about to transpire, those terrible odds, with the even more terrifyin consequences such odds decreed; what will make any heart glad for the bedsheets another night grants, what a new day of old routines helps deny; that which renders contemptible if not outright cowardly even the greatest acts of darin, the measure of which makes any man who thinks he’s such a man know hisself as far lesser; what makes any woman gladder for knowin the world is made of lesser men; because if what is to come were the standard by which we are all measured, well then, as you likely also know, not even a few would find themselves still standin let alone with strength enuf to share the tale.

		Clop-Clop-clip-Clop.

		Or to put it another way: whatever you’ve heard, put that nonsense aside, especially gross mistellins by the lamentable likes of Abigail Fathwell and Darin Burdelong, who in their recountin in the River Bottoms, just outside the Lark residence in fact, and this in 1992, would never mention Tom but twice! That’s right! Or Eugene Johnson, who at the same location but on a separate occasion mentioned Tom not even once, with Abigail and Darin there too and neither makin a point to object! And these three bein but just examples of the bad origins of even worse dialogues that would extend throughout the valley and over the years well beyond the state. Know this right now, here’s how the friendship between Kalin March and Tom Gatestone truly began.

		Though fer starters, so as also not to appear too disputatious toward other accounts, theirs was not a common friendship. To this day no one can recall the two sharin so much as a word in the halls of Orvop High School that spring. Not that such a 3A athlete-centric educational establishment demonstrated any of the intersectional socializin so lauded, say, in the twenty-first century. Football players stayed as much to themselves as the basketball players and wrestlers did to themselves. Baseball weren’t worth much at Orvop. Sure, there were some who excelled at both football and wrestlin, Nigel Thorne doin just that, and baseball as well, and with a paper route, but he was the exception, and anyways still firmly situated among the jocks, just like the thespians stuck with the thespians, and the stoners with stoners, and the soccer club with the soccer club as well as the stoners because everyone knew anyone who played soccer was a stoner too.

		The FFA folks had about the same presence as the football players, but they was their own thing. Like everyone else, except maybe the stoners, they was churchgoers but also carryin on traditions that were fer sure older than any high school athletic program and maybe even church. A few boys like Lindsey Holt could claim FFA membership and still locker with the football team on Main Hall. Curiously that very spring Lindsey appeared in the school’s stagin of Much Ado About Nothin. That was so weird a thing that no one said a thing. Not even Tom’s little sister, which, if you knew her, was plenty surprisin, though maybe she’d kept mum because she’d seen him in Carousel some years earlier and he weren’t half bad, though he hardly sang; she loved the whole production and even sang You’ll Never Walk Alone over and over for one whole interminable summer, interminable not because she had a bad voice, she had a great voice, it’s just that, well, one song for a whole summer, that’s a lot to ask of anyone, especially Tom.

		Anyway, a boy like Kalin, havin just moved to town and startin up school midway through the year as a sophomore, had to make friends fast or keep to hisself, which is what he did, keepin to hisself, stayin out of anyone’s way as best he could, which bein no tall poppy he mostly succeeded at doin, to the point of bein near a boy without a shadow, if now and then Lindsey would still slug Kalin in the shoulder or, even worse, frog him. Welcome to Orvop High. Froggin, see, was a mean practice of runnin up to some unsuspectin kid, usually while he was at his locker, and drivin a knee into the side of his thigh, which would cause any recipient to bounce first off the locker before collapsin on the floor in pain. Lindsey hit Kalin so hard one time he near got stuck in his locker. Lindsey barely slowed, grinnin at the cheerleaders or flag twirlers, sometimes at even the likes of Emily Larsen and Jennie Stall, who made to look appalled, though not a one of them said a thing, and a couple of their friends on the drill team even smiled back at Lindsey. Maybe it made some kinda queer sense to the folks around that if you was good at runnin into folks on a football field, why shouldn’t you do the same thing in those halls? Lindsey’s teammate, Mattock Jurgenvin, told Lindsey to knock it off, but anyone could see Mattock was equally amused.

		When they noticed, folks sure liked to point out what Kalin was bad at, like dressin or not fittin in, but no one ever asked Kalin what he was good at. Tom, though, he knew. And Lindsey’s attacks soon ceased when Tom, more frequently than any odds would’ve predicted, unless the dice were lead-loaded, would suddenly show up like some great white cat born of mists and spells with a shadow blacker than soot, and right behind that big blond-haired Holt boy too, spittin his tobacco in a Sprite can, his already long bowed legs goin more bowed for the fun of it, tellin one of his buddies, either Thurgood or Hogencamp, and loud enuf for Lindsey to hear and hear that plenty others were hearin it too: I could never get with no girl Lindsey’s been with! No Sirree, not with my teeny little pecker. Would be like tryin to screw a glass of water. Which admittedly was a coarse thing to say, but sometimes you need a little coarseness to rattle up the cage of bad behavior. Throw some sand in their gears, as Tom’s momma, Sondra Gatestone, might say now and then, when she was feelin coarse, with sand in their gears bein as coarse as she got.

		Tom’s joshin with Lindsey sure put on display his indefatigable cunnin, what with how in the collective wave of laughter that followed Lindsey lost hold of his actions, sorta like how he lost sight of chargin after Kalin that afternoon by the paddocks when Tom’s big black Stetson had rolled in front of him, him turnin his attention to Tom once again, with Kalin already disappearin down D-Wing, Lindsey even warmin to the compliment and only vaguely sensin somethin awry, especially comin from the likes of Tom Gatestone accused once of tapin a cucumber to his inner thigh until it was voluntarily and happily proven that there weren’t no such produce section on his person.

		So often Tom would appear right as Lindsey readied an attack on Kalin that eventually Lindsey, like a good dog, learned to look away from the boy whenever he saw the boy, lookin for Tom instead, which weren’t wholly a good thing to do either, seein as how he still owed the Kalin kid a dollar and Tom knew it, though Tom never did bring up that matter again.

		Kalin never did stop wearin those boat shoes either, all the way up to and through summer, wearin the same jeans too, rotatin but three shirts, all of which he kept clean and ironed. What spiteful fun students who’d knowd each other since before first grade had had at his expense. When two of Lindsey’s teammates took a turn at him, as incensed by Kalin’s dress as Lindsey was, Kalin didn’t back down, but true to his word, he sure couldn’t fight. Finally though, like any dog will tire of a bone, especially one that’s used up and ground plenty with dirt, the teasin stopped. This was about when May drew up tall and ready as school started to wind down.

		Tom had done his best to keep an eye out for the boy. He understood how little Kalin and his momma had, findin out over time how she worked durin the weekdays at the Rome mall, and weekends at the Cassidy Ski Shop, and often six nights a week at the movie theater, also at the Rome mall. Kalin was on his own most of the time, not that this arrangement seemed to trouble the kid much, bein obviously the way of it for quite some time now, no matter what town they was callin home. Maybe the fact that Tom’s momma was single made Kalin’s circumstances that much more relatable. Tom invited Kalin over for dinner but just once. It was a small gatherin at a big table, in the Gatestone’s big kitchen with them high ceilins, just Tom, his little sister, and his momma, but no matter how casual the gatherin, Kalin couldn’t manage to say more than Thank you or Yes, ma’am. Tom and his sister thought it was pretty hysterical, them both sharin a similar sense of humor. Tom’s momma sure didn’t see no stormy petrel seated with them that night, though she would’ve at least sensed that a comparison to a bird, any bird, was wrong. Without explanation, she found herself absolutely fascinated by Kalin, maybe because she had no idea why Tom had invited him over in the first place. Since when did Tom hang around with a kid like this one? And you can be sure Tom never brought up nothin about stealin Old Porch’s horses.

		

		—

		Who knows how Tom would find out, but somehow he’d get wind that Old Porch was away or his hands were otherwise occupied at Porch Meats or at some of the other Porch properties, and then Tom would get word to Kalin and they’d meet at Paddock A on Willow and Oak, Tom bringin two saddles, halter-bridles, reins, and bits. Early on he brought an extra pair of black boots, which he made Kalin keep. Tom’s daddy once wore them, and as Tom had correctly guessed, they proved a perfect fit. Kalin accepted the gift, though he only wore them when he rode with Tom.

		To this day, no one knows how long it took to get either horse accustomed to a saddle let alone the snaffle, though by early summer Tom and Kalin were disappearin for hours up into the foothills.

		By then the horses had names. Navidad was the black mare with them awful scars and a white star on her forehead. Kalin chose her for their first stroll, and they was pretty much together from then on. That first time out the gate Navidad seemed at once to revive to some former self, with maybe even the damage done to her vanishin some as well, now that she was once again held by the arms of the great world surroundin that brutal corral. It was like she couldn’t get enuf of the air, and not just the nearby scents that drew her down to graze on stalks of slender green beside many of the trails, but the breezes themselves rollin down off the high mountains. She’d lift her nose up to inspect their news, sometimes snortin contentedly, a couple of times pinnin her ears fast, retreatin faster, which Kalin turned still faster into an easy lope back to the trail and more grass. Who could say what she sensed high above there, a mountain lion, a wolf, a leopard, why not get a little fantastical now and then?, and anyway what neither boy could fairly guess at, though even at their young ages they was still wise enuf to shudder before what she knew.

		Tom in turn pretty much always rode Mouse, who they also called Little Twister from time to time, and even Runaway, because twice, for reasons as invisible as Navidad’s huffs and darts, that ornery blood bay with a white blaze would suddenly clamp down on the bit and lunge off ahead, runnin until Tom was dumped, what happened once to Kalin as well, lest this depiction thus far imply he was somehow invulnerable upon any horse.

		Tom, though, swore he’d never seen no one handle a horse like Kalin. It was a gift the origins of which not even time would ever make clear. The tragedy, Tom would say, is that Kalin was born with but two gifts with neither one of them truly suited for this world. Kalin knew it too, and it troubled him plenty, for these talents were particular and did not apply to fightin or football or even serve as the barest social lubricant to let his place there in that dusty sun-beaten valley not seem so deservin of mockery and at times cruelty.

		Except for Tom, no one else welcomed him into their fold. True, Kalin and his momma weren’t churchgoers anymore, and Orvop was primarily of the Church, with wards on top of wards and even a temple to mark the ne plus ultra of civilization before the severe gap that marked the entrance to Isatch Canyon, toward where Tom would lead Kalin, ridin well above the temple as well as all the various homes, up to the higher foothill slopes still under construction, plenty of lots there so designated by the city, with a good bunch, yes, already sold, but without so much as a brick to mark progress or even a paved road to find a driveway. In other words, the perfect place to gallop those powerful horses.

		Still higher up waited great vantage points where Tom liked to pause in order to make clear for Kalin the layout of that dovecote community called Orvop, pointin out where the pioneers first settled, where Fort Utah might’ve stood, how the settlement eventually spread all the way to Mud Lake, a shallow but expansive body of water, decades dulled by the now-closed lakeside Zurich Steel Mill in an area just above the city called Vineland, Tom indicatin then where, to the north, Orvop stopped bein Orvop and Rome became Rome; or indicatin where, to the south, Springville became Springville; with nothin east except the Isatch Range, now at their backs, them first set of peaks risin so high and wide they refused all notice, which might seem an odd way to describe such an enormous heave of earth and rock so heaven-bent, but ponder for just a moment the sky, how its immensity is so frequently denied, especially to the average onlooker fixed on a breakfast doughnut or an office tribulation or some saucy motel visit, none the wiser beneath such inhumane expanses so difficult to behold.

		Not that Kalin lingered much on such sublimes either, carryin on more often than not his whispered conversations with Navidad while Tom carried on about frontier folk arrivin to establish Fort Orvop in 1849, On April first too! If that don’t say it all!, followed by the Indian troubles, the Battle Crick Massacre, Church field cannons firin chain shot, then the beheadins that would follow and other such atrocities committed, which he and others swore still haunted Isatch Canyon if not the city of Orvop itself. Even worse, they was crimes committed in the name of the Lord, the same Lord to whom Tom and his family had prayed for generations and still prayed.

		Tom then with a dark smile brought up Wild Bill Hickman as well as Garrison Porch and the Gatestones’ consanguineous patriarch, Alfred Gatestone, before he drifted off to topics like copper, coal, and even topaz, which the state was rich with, eventually pointin out the more local centers of industry, fer sure the already mentioned steel mill, now a hulkin corpse of shadow and cinder, once required for the Second World War, about when, the late ’40s, the land wars heated up between the state, the Church, and other interests, specifically the Gatestones and Porches. We was all here pretty much from the start, some say even before the start, and the whole time fightin.

		As far as the more recent Porch vs. Gatestone affairs went, there was the Applebaum Snake Altercation, concernin a cherry orchard and a trespassin donkey, don’t ask about the snake, settled in 1954; or the Gatliner Realty Dispute, settled in 1963; and then the relitigation of the Gatliner Realty Dispute, resettled in 1968; and then the HarvestMeadow Development Suit, which included the Gatliner property, settled in 1973. The lawfare surroundin the Ridgeline Meadow Estates Claim was settled in 1980 after the death of Tom’s daddy, with the lands fairly apportioned between the Porches and Gatestones, though the land weren’t much by way of them estates or developments that Old Porch kept dreamin on, the Gatestones wantin the parcels just for pasture. The lawyers got the most out of it anyways, Tom laughed as he went on to describe how both Gatestones and Porches became settlors. We had to give them the properties up at the Cassidy Ski Resort. Don’t ask me how those lots got mixed up in the rowl. And the Porches did the same. From what I hear, them lawyers are neighbors now, and each got big cabins right on the slopes. Tom admitted to bein marked by this endurin conflict, even if his obvious delight over every turn and twist of this near genealogical enmity seemed to far outweigh what still held other hearts tight with vengeance. Tom had plenty of cousins who kept tellin the stories. The Porches were no different. Some say the universe bends toward Justice, but when it don’t, stories mend the trajectory. As Tom’s great-great-somethin-grandfather on Tom’s daddy’s side would put it: Stories are a rebalancin of injustice, whether enacted within their narrative or purposed to enact certain reactions by the listeners. Stories are the lexical fashionins of vengeance. At least the good ones are. Tom didn’t hesitate to convey with a grin that this great-great-somethin-grandfather, the very son of Alfred Gatestone, was a dark man whom most had failed to understand and who had hisself confessed to not understandin one bit many of the motives that afflicted him.

		Mostly, though, Tom just pointed out to Kalin the various parts of town, like the Tree Streets right below where Lindsey Holt lived; the Roundy sisters; and the Wongs too, who had a lot with a proper house but pretty much lived in a trailer in the back because the house was in such disrepair; or, higher up, the Wittenbachs, the Hoveys, and the Riggs.

		Now the Riggs, there was a story right there. They’d all gone away one summer and hired Tyler Stokes to water the lawn. Now Tyler’s a bit short on whatever smart sauce he puts on his burger, Tom explained. He figured he could get paid for the whole summer but only have to water the lawn once if he just left the hose runnin. And he did just that. And two months later, with all that water still goin, slowly underminin the foundation, half the house slid down the hill. It’d be tragic if it weren’t so funny. Kalin asked what had happened to Tyler Stokes. What happens too often to idjits: nothin.

		Tom then pointed out Sherwood Hills, a richer neighborhood to the north, where Chloe Pew, Fenny Young, and Milly Lesson lived, Eva Thorn too, no relation to Nigel Thorne, Eva’s name spellt without the e; these folks all goin to Timpview High. Some also lived down by the River Bottoms, like the Lark sisters and Carmen Shupe.

		As for Orvop, downtown consisted of Main Street and Ninth Street, which were easily spotted from where they next stood; as was city hall, the police department, and a number of small local parks. Isatch University was near a city unto itself with all its white-and-orange brick buildins, the big stadium where Jim McMahon was the reignin quarterback, and the Milkinson Center near, well, the center of campus, loaded with arcade games, a miniature golf course, bowlin alley, an immense window depictin in stained glass the Church history, which included, hidden beneath the wings of seagulls and such, tiny figures from Star Trek and The Lord of the Rings; the campus even had its own toy cops to enforce hair standards, dress standards, and general appearances as mandated by the Church.

		By them Tom had been detained for countless offenses, mostly havin to do with chewin tobacco or whistlin at a gal or tellin too loudly an impolite dumb-Polack joke, though Tom had never met a Polack in the real but always got a laugh. Every time the private IU security force demanded his name, Tom would answer as penitent as he could muster: I am sorry. My name is Jeff Cannon.

		Tom also pointed out Grandview, where Jordan Heaton, Howie Dirker, and Carly Bunningham lived, the Whitneys, the Rowes, all the kids wantin to be doctors like their parents who saved many lives but couldn’t save Evan’s, nor Tom’s when the time came, in fact couldn’t save no Gatestone. The Thurgoods and Hogencamps, who got their money from cement and asphalt, were also up in Grandview.

		After that, and a little farther west toward the lake, was where the Porches mostly lived.

		But they’s all over here like lice, Tom explained. Egan Porch got a house and barn just down over there, near adjacent to Isatch Canyon. Just like us. Tom pointed out his family’s paddocks and barns, and then where his home stood, which Kalin by then already knew havin walked there hisself the one time for dinner.

		One of the smaller and perhaps sadder mysteries forever resoundin through these events is why Tom had only invited Kalin over for just the one meal. Kalin hadn’t been that bad a guest, and Tom’s momma was always thrilled to have new folks at the big Gatestone table. No matter your shape, color, or size, she’d make sure you didn’t leave hungry, servin up like she did for Kalin some of her peach pie with ice cream she’d made herself the day before. Not that there ain’t speculations on even this point: Wade Clayson and Shaylan Chandler would one early July afternoon in 1983 at Boyer’s Car Care Center manage to convince each other that Tom had a deep-seated disdain for Kalin and his supposed kindness, and all that friendly horsin around was just a piece of theater to lure young Kalin into a very bad situation.

		Leavin such speculations aside for the moment, there’s no question that the more Tom and Kalin rode together, the less attention they paid to the dusty valley below and more to what rose up above them, that first battalion of peaks presidin over Orvop: Agoneeya Mountain, pronounced like Agony with an uh at the end, also called I-Mountain for the I on its front; and Kaieneewa Mountain just to the north, like Kye-a-knee-wah; and between them none other than that darned Isatch Canyon.

		They likely didn’t enter the breach with any seriousness until late June. By then the undeveloped lots and dirt roads weren’t nothin compared to Tom’s favorite place, where even in the furnace of July you could still taste the cold poolin in the shadows. Tom loved that canyon, and he delighted in pointin out the obvious: how them dark sheer sides rose up near vertical, and how between Agoneeya and, on the Kaieneewa side, Squaw Peak, whose dolomite-and-limestone promontory they would’ve passed beneath every time they entered, weren’t nothin compared to what rose up beyond, those higher ridges where, in the thinnin air, wide patches of snow would persist throughout summer, accountin for the little crick, as Tom called it, or creek, as Kalin called it, that runs the whole length of Isatch Canyon, Tom also describin the rapids of melt that fer sure would come with spring before falterin some by late August, but, no matter the flow, the thrillin cold always testifyin to the freezin summits where its waters were born.

		Probably on one of those rides, just far enuf along to manage a first glimpse of Mount Katanogos and whisper then some about the not-yet-visible Upecksay Headwall, risin all the way up to the Katanogos Summit, an area known to many as the Four Summits, which really is mainly the Katanogos back side extendin southeast beyond the Stawberry Reservoir and northeast up to Wallsburg, its center includin the apex as well as those three lesser peaks along the summit ridge known as South Katanogos, Halo’s Pike, and Bella’s Horn, all with beautiful bowls of snow come winter and wildflowers come spring; why it would’ve been right around then, Clop-Clop-clip-Clop, that Tom told Kalin about the Crossin.

		

		—

		There’s plenty of debate, especially by folks who were neither witnessess nor in possession of a firsthand account but nonetheless more than willin to connect some dots, embellishin what they’d heard and makin up what they hadn’t heard, like whether or not Tom and Kalin would’ve really made a try that summer, though no question they’d already got to tacklin many parts of it, while speculatin about the rest of it, like for instance about how many days and nights they’d need, which Kalin never could nail down because Tom refused to divulge anythin beyond the initial stages of their journey. Tom also didn’t divulge too much about Orwin Porch, or Old Porch as he was called, though he weren’t but fifty-nine.

		While Tom had fairly set out that the Gatestones and Porches were anythin but close, he also saw no need to keep fillin the new kid’s ear with what poison had been simmerin and boilin over and refilled and simmered again for decades, Old Porch would say generations, and on that point alone he and Tom’s momma would’ve agreed, knowin better than anyone alive the long ugly history between those two families.

		Not that you needed a member from either family to attest to as much. Almost any local who has some years in their spine will do. Find yourself a hushed moment, a sincere one at least, and you’ll get the idea pretty quick. Especially when it comes to the current Porch patriarch. As personable as he might seem in your average moment, when set flat before the light of social decency, Old Porch was a mean seed upon the land, a puttock, a violent thief, with the mild but too often stiff-necked Gatestones set there solely to either cut him back from his greedy designs or suffer his afflictions, which the Gatestones did suffer, regularly and terribly, Tom’s older brother, Evan, when he was but seventeen, dyin racin trucks against Egan Porch, Egan havin walked away unscratched and the police declarin no fault, though it was hard to say it was just teenagers bein stupid when the two involved came from families with such a long history of endurin disdain.

		Where Dallin, the Gatestone patriarch, had countless friends, Old Porch had countless collaborators. Old Porch managed to take advantage of folks dumb enuf to think they could use him all the while he was gettin around to usin them better. Plenty couldn’t stand his guts, but it would be unfair to say he was hated by everyone, feared maybe, but not hated, and by quite a few admired. Few would dispute that he was a fierce survivor: raw, crude but definitely indomitable, and also successful, and whatever about him might rub you wrong, you couldn’t say he
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