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Excerpt from Candy Cane

Who gives their daughter a name like Candy Cane? 

My mother, that’s who. 

Candy isn’t even short for Candace. It’s not my nickname; it’s my real name. My parents didn’t give me a middle name.

One day, when I was helping my Grandma McKelvey weed the garden between her house and ours, I asked her about it. She gave it some thought and then said, “I guess because you came a lot earlier than we expected. We were just sitting down to dinner on Christmas Eve, and your mom told your dad they needed to go to the hospital right then.”

“Uh-huh. But hadn’t they picked out some boy and girl names in advance?”

Grandma sighed and shook her head. “Maybe, I don’t know...but as I said, you came a lot sooner than expected. You weren’t supposed to arrive at Christmastime.”
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To the best parents and the many horses, cats and dogs in my life
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Who gives their daughter a name like Candy Cane? 

My mother, that’s who. 

Candy isn’t even short for Candace. It’s not my nickname; it’s my real name. My parents didn’t give me a middle name.

One day, when I was helping my Grandma McKelvey weed the garden between her house and ours, I asked her about it. She gave it some thought and then said, “I guess because you came a lot earlier than we expected. We were just sitting down to dinner on Christmas Eve, and your mom told your dad they needed to go to the hospital right then.”

“Uh-huh. But hadn’t they picked out some boy and girl names in advance?”

Grandma sighed and shook her head. “Maybe, I don’t know...but as I said, you came a lot sooner than expected. You weren’t supposed to arrive at Christmastime.”

“But...Candy Cane?”

“Well, Cane is your last name. And I think your mom was still pretty out of it when they asked for your name. Maybe that’s what popped into her head. She has always been very creative,” Grandma said in a proud tone of voice.

People often asked me why I didn’t have it legally changed, seeing as I winced every time I heard my full name spoken. I didn’t know how to answer, except I didn’t want to hurt my sweet mother’s feelings. And I don’t mean “sugary sweet,” as in she liked candy—although, she did—but my mom was just the sweetest person. She seemed to love my name, and Dad went along with whatever Mom wanted.
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AT ONE OF OUR GATHERINGS with Dad’s side of the family, I overheard a couple of my cousins saying I was spoiled. I suppose because I was an only child, and they came from big families. But I knew my parents loved me unconditionally and wanted me to be happy. For instance, Dad painted my room pink when I asked—Cotton Candy Pink, of course. 

Because my birthday was on Christmas, and I’d complained about having to combine my birthday celebration with Christmas―no one wanted to go to a birthday party on Christmas Day―my parents decided we could celebrate midway through the year, on June twenty-fifth.

When I was in first grade, the traveling carnival arrived at our local strip mall in June and set up in the parking lot. The last day of school, happened to be on my midway birthday celebration day. As soon as class ended, I hopped in the car and we headed for the carnival. Tugging on my mom’s hand, I bee-lined for the pony ride. Poor Mom waited patiently while I stood in line three times, to ride the same black and white pinto pony, Patches. I was smitten. 

Every year after that, I asked Santa for a pony. When I said my prayers at night as usual―while Mom sat on the bed waiting to tuck me in and kiss me goodnight―“Now I lay me down to sleep...” and at the end asked God to bless everyone in the family, I added my appeal. “...And please, God, may I have a pony?” 

Mom would sigh and tuck me in before she added, “Sleep tight and don’t let the bedbugs bite.” We both laughed as she rose and walked out of my room. And then I sat up, opened my nightstand drawer and pulled out the little pink leather diary and pencil Grandma had given me one Christmas. I printed, “I want a pony,” as I had every night since I received the diary. Then I put the diary away, turned out the light and closed my eyes to dream of me with my pony.

I got horse books, cowboy boots, a straw cowboy hat and horse figurines, but no pony. Of course, when I was younger, I did have a Wonder Horse, the all-wood painted horse, supported on a wooden frame by metal springs. I could bounce up and down and pretend the horse was galloping over the fields. And then there were the carousel rides. Colorful, fiery steeds, that moved up and down without any help from me. And the mechanized horse outside the grocery store.

I even attended Vacation Bible Camp one summer, where we got to ride ponies as part of our recreation time. Not only did we learn to ride, we also learned the responsibilities of equine ownership by participating in their care, such as feeding and grooming.

But I couldn’t take one home with me.

Grandma tried to reason with me. “Pets are expensive...and ponies are a big pet. You have to take care of them every day, even when it’s pouring rain or freezing cold outside.”

I didn’t say anything.

“They need shelter. You’ll need a barn.” She kept on, telling me why I shouldn’t want a pony. Her last one sounded more like a bribe. “Wouldn’t you rather have a puppy? They’re so cute and cuddly.”

I imagined an adorable little puppy following me around, and smiled. Grandma smiled too, but stopped when I said, “That would be wonderful, Grandma, a pony and a puppy. I’ll start my letter to Santa right now.” Grandma looked as though she’d swallowed something that tasted awful. “Are you all right, Grandma? Should I get Mom?” She just shook her head and shooed me away. I ran off to write my letter.
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MY LAST DAY OF CLASSES in June when I was ten, Mom and I headed to the carnival as usual, me wearing my cowboy boots with a bag of carrots in my hand. 

“Looks like they’ve added some new rides this year,” Mom commented. “Do you want to try those first?”

I shook my head. “Nope.” I’d picked up on some western slang. “Maybe later.”

“I imagine there will be a long wait since they’re new. You should probably get in line now before they get too busy,” Mom tried again. What was with her? She knew I always rode the ponies first.

When we reached the pony ride, I saw kids already mounted on the ponies. I hoped none of them were on Patches, and quickly looked around. None of the kids were on a black and white pony. I breathed a sigh of relief. But then I realized, not only were none of the kids on a black and white pony, there wasn't a black and white pony!

I looked for the man in charge. He wasn’t the same man who had been there every year. I let go of Mom’s hand and ran up to him. “Hey! Where is Patches?”

The man looked down at me and asked, “Who?”

“The black and white pony. Where is she?”

“I don’t know. These are the ones they gave me. Now, do you want to ride or not?” he asked in an impatient tone of voice.

“No.”

“You look forward to this every year, Candy. Can’t you ride one of the other ponies?” Mom asked beside me. 

“Yeah, kid. Come on. There’s only one left, and other kids are standing in line, you know. Make up your mind.” 

“No.” Everything had changed. Patches was gone and so was the nice man. I turned away.

Mom hurriedly caught up to me as I began to walk away. “How about some cotton candy?” she asked.

I stopped and waited for her. Couldn’t she understand? It wasn’t just the pony ride, it was Patches. Then I noticed Mom turning her wrist and looking at her watch. I didn’t remember her ever wearing a watch before. I didn’t know she even had one.

“Do we have to go somewhere?”

“What? Oh, no...no...” She seemed distracted. “But I really would like to go on that one new ride.” 

“I don’t think they let grownups on the rides, Mom.”

“Well, if they don’t, then you can go on it and tell me all about it, okay?”

“All right,” I agreed reluctantly. “Which one?” She pointed. Mom had been right; the new rides were popular and there was a long line. I didn’t want to stay, I just wanted to go home, but Mom rarely asked me to do anything for her. I had to do it.

“Why don’t you run and get in line? I’ll go over to that booth right next to it and get us some cotton candy.” Mom seemed so happy that I smiled, nodded vigorously and headed for the ride’s line. I was still standing there when Mom joined me with the pink cotton candy, one for each of us. Even though I wasn’t fond of the stuff, I smiled when she handed it to me and took a bite.

As it often did in June, the sun disappeared, the sky darkened, and rain fell from the huge dark clouds overhead, just as I got off the ride. Mom and I ran for the parking lot and our car. As we got in, Mom handed me a tissue and using one to wipe her hands before she touched the steering wheel, she said, “Now, wasn’t that fun?”

I wasn’t certain what she meant: the ride, the cotton candy—which by the way, melted to a red sugary, sticky mess in the rain—or running in the rain. But I forced a smile again and thanked her. 

It was the worst day of my life.
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Mom seemed to be driving slower than usual. Why was she just poking along? Couldn’t she tell I wanted to get home? She must have read my mind. I’d heard mothers could do that.

“I’m driving carefully because the streets are wet. They could be slippery.”

“Oh.”

Finally, we reached our street. Mom all but stopped after she turned onto our road. What now? Peering down the road through the windshield wipers, she must have seen something as she made the car speed up. But she stopped again when we reached our driveway. What was the matter with her? “I think we should park here for now.” Before I could ask why, she continued, “There’s a truck in our driveway. I wonder what your dad has ordered now?”

We got out of the car, Mom locked it and we hiked down the gravel road. At least it had stopped raining. I looked at the ground as I walked. Our gravel driveway had very little gravel left on it, and weeds grew in the middle. 

Mom reached the end of the driveway before I did. “Candy, hurry up!” she called in a sharp tone of voice that was so unusual for her, I’d only heard it once before when I was about to touch the hot kettle on the stove. I looked up and saw her, Dad, and a familiar-looking man wearing a beat-up straw western hat, standing next to the truck. Behind them, I saw movement through the slats of the boards that enclosed the truck’s bed.

“I hear you like ponies,” the man said. 

“I love them, and I’ve wanted one all my life.”

“All your life? What are you...about twelve?”

“No, I’m only ten. My grandma says I’m tall for my age.”

And then the whole truck rocked with the sweetest sound I had ever heard—a pony’s neigh.

Dared I hope...could it really be?

I watched in silence and awe, holding my breath, as Dad helped the man pull down a ramp. Then, the man opened the back of the truck. 

I saw black and white pony legs. 

The man ran up the ramp and unhooked a webbed gate, as he talked to the pony. When I heard his voice as he backed the pony down the ramp, I knew two things: He was the man who had always operated the pony ride, and helped me up on Patches. And, it was her. I had memorized all her markings. It was Patches.

Why was she here? Did she do house calls, like the doctor had last year when I was so sick? Was she here to give me a ride? Would she come again next year? Could I give her a hug? I asked the man.

“Of course, you can, darlin’,” the pony man said. He spoke western too.

I threw my arms around Patches’ neck and hugged her. And then I remembered, we still had the bag of carrots I always took to the carnival for the ponies. I looked up and saw Mom holding the bag out to me. “Can I give her one?” I asked the pony man.

“You can do anything you want. She belongs to you now.”

“She does?” I looked at my mom and dad for confirmation. 

They both nodded, big smiles on their faces.

It was the best day of my life.
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HE HELD THE LEAD ROPE out to me with work-roughened hands. “Here, why don’t you take her? Maybe let her eat some of that tall grass...but not too much, or she’ll get a stomachache.” While I led Patches over to a clump of grass near the fence, the pony man opened the passenger side door of the truck and then began to take things out. There were brushes and other grooming tools, and a fancy black, beaded bridle with reins.

There was even a matching shiny little black saddle with a cushioned, dark red seat, that fit Patches—and me—perfectly. And the stirrups where I put my feet, had something the man called tapaderos. “They will prevent your shoes from slipping through and getting caught,” he added.  

“I always ride with my cowboy boots on.” I held up my left foot to show him.

“Smart girl.” 

Even though I had gone to camp and learned about ponies, Mom and Dad asked the pony man to have me ride up and down the driveway to see how I handled her on my own. He saddled her up while we all watched, and then replaced the halter with the bridle. Then he watched while I swung up into the saddle—with a little help—and prompted me to take the reins. He told me to squeeze her sides with my legs a little while he held the bridle on the side of her face and tugged her forward a bit down the driveway toward where our car was parked at the end. I could feel my mouth stretch into a huge grin. I was riding my very own pony. 

I didn’t even realize the pony man had let go of the bridle, until I noticed he was no longer walking next to Patches’ head. He wasn’t even walking next to us. I turned around as much as I could and saw my parents and the pony man standing together next to the truck. Mom and Dad waved and I waved back, but quickly faced forward again. We were almost to the car.

When we reached it, my dad yelled, “Now come back, Candy!”

I didn’t want to startle her, and didn’t reply. Instead, I concentrated on getting her to turn around and head back. Before I could figure out how to do that, I about fell off when suddenly, her head went down and she reached for a clump of grass. 

“Pull her head up,” the pony man said, again at my side. He showed me what to do and then I did it. I hoped my parents saw. If I couldn’t handle her, they might not let me keep her. Then he showed me how to turn her around and I did that too. This time, he followed us back up the driveway.

When we reached the truck, the pony man held her while I dismounted, and suggested I have someone do that for me, getting on and off, the first few times until I was comfortable doing it alone.

“So, what do you think, Candy?” Dad asked. “Can you handle her on your own?”

I was a little nervous about that, but I showed no fear. “Oh, yes!”

The adults laughed; I suppose at my enthusiasm. Then my parents and I watched as the pony man unsaddled her and changed the bridle back to her halter and lead rope.

“Okay, little lady,” he said. “Are you ready to show Patches her new home?” he asked, holding her lead rope out to me again. 

“Go ahead, Candy,” Dad said. “Take her over to the lawn and let her graze a bit, get used to her new home before you turn her loose.”

Turn her loose? Our half acre property was mostly fenced, and there was a gate at the end of the driveway we never closed, but I remembered Grandma told me a pony needed a barn. We didn’t have one. The only other building on our property was the old well house that had been there when we moved in. Dad had promised he’d make it into a playhouse for me, but he worked so much, he never seemed to have time. 

I heard a dull thunk, and turned to see a bale of hay on the ground behind the truck. “Where do you want this?” the pony man asked my dad. He looked over at our enclosed porch. “How about there?” He pointed.

“That would be a good place. How much should we feed her?”

“Here, I’ll show ya.” He hefted the bale by the strings of twine tied around it and carried it inside the porch. Then I heard him telling Dad, “Twice a day, about this much. Be sure to watch her weight. She’s about perfect right now. You don’t want to overfeed a pony. You have a lot of grass, so you will need to limit her time on it and feed her mostly hay. When the grass is dried up by the sun, she can be out on it a little more and in the winter when the grass stops growing.” He walked back outside, and said, “Okay, Patches, you ready to see the rest of your new home?”

“We don’t have—” I started, but Dad interrupted.

“Candy, take her down to the pasture. I’ll get the gate.”

I hesitated. Huh? I guessed he meant the flat, grassy area below the lawn, where the shed was. But there had never been a gate. When I just stood there, Dad walked past me and headed that way, so I followed with Patches...and stopped again in amazement. There was a gate to the now fully fenced pasture. Even more amazing, the shed had been turned into a little barn, including a stall with a half door. And on the door was a wooden sign with the name “Patches” carved into it.

“Why are you crying?” Dad asked me. “Don’t you like it?”

“I love it,” I answered through my tears. I’m so...happy!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


Grandma was right—it wasn’t all fun and games owning a pony. It was work too. On dark, rainy fall mornings, I had to throw a raincoat over my pajamas, wear tall rubber boots to slog through the mud to feed Patches before school, and again at night in the dark, filling her water trough with the hose I dragged across the yard, feed her and clean her stall before I could eat my dinner. On the weekends, when I just wanted to sleep in, an impatient neigh would wake me up, letting me know that she was hungry. 

Winter was much worse, because in addition to all that, I had to deal with frozen hoses, ice-coated water troughs, sometimes snow up to my knees and a frozen, dirty stall.  

My parents helped when I really needed them, but Patches was always my responsibility. It didn’t matter how hungry, tired or thirsty I was, Patches came first. and I knew it. 

I learned to take care of someone other than myself, to think about someone else first—if I didn’t feed her, who would? She depended on me. I couldn’t sit down to supper knowing she was standing out there, hungry. 

She was worth it.

When I was upset by something at school, she was my comforter. I’d jump off the bus and run all the way down the driveway until I reached the fence. I’d go into her stall and hug her neck while she snuffled my hair. Then I’d tell her all about it and she’d listen, keeping one ear cocked toward me while she crunched on the bits of hay she’d pushed into the corners of her feed trough. Occasionally, she’d make a comment, a soft nicker that sounded like “hee-hee-hee.”

I also learned to share, which being an only child, I hadn’t done very often.

I had never been particularly popular—just one or two girls, who rode bikes with me, pretending we were riding horses, when the weather was good, and playing with model horses inside when it rained. Suddenly, I was very popular. None of the other families in our suburban neighborhood had a rideable pet—donkey, pony or horse—so the kids had to be nice to me if they wanted to ride: none of that teasing about my name.

I’d be brushing Patches, while she was tied to the fence and I’d hear, “Candy Cane!” Then I’d see one―or two, or sometimes a whole family―of the neighbor kids walking down our long driveway. They’d wave at me and smile. And when they got up close, “You’re so lucky to have a pony.” Sigh. “Do you mind if I pet her?” 

“Okay.”

That question was more often than not followed by, “Do you think I could ride her sometime?”

I could have asked for payment, but after watching how they treated her, I usually said okay, with the provision that I would lead her up and down the driveway, never off the property. And if I didn’t like the way they behaved with her―or me―I wouldn’t let them go to the next level, which was riding her with me walking beside them, not leading Patches. Some kids were too rough with her and not welcomed back.

Then I learned that if I offered a kid the chance to spend time with Patches, brushing her, feeding her, cleaning her stall, only the true pony lovers would come around asking for a ride.

During this time, I was often called Pony Girl. But when I stopped giving rides to the whole neighborhood and all their friends, I gradually reverted to Candy Cane again, and I was no longer popular. Maybe it would have bothered me if I was in school every day, but thank goodness it was summer. 

Patches and I spent most of every day together that summer, and became pals. She’d whinny when I walked out of the house in the morning to feed her, and wait at the gate for me. After breakfast, I checked the water trough, cleaned and refilled it, if necessary, and then brushed her, including itchy spots. If I didn’t get all of them, she immediately walked around the paddock with her head down, and then lowered herself to the ground. She followed that with rolling back and forth while grunting as she got the spots on her back and rump that I had missed. And then she was dirty and I’d need to brush her again. After my lunch, I took a carrot or apple and shared it with her, while I read a book and she napped standing up.

One of the “true pony lovers,” told me about a trail nearby, mainly used by dirt bikers, including her brother, who tended to ride mostly in the mornings and early afternoons. “On the really hot days, it’s always quiet there, so they must stay home then,” Roxanne told me. “I’ll show you where it is, if you’re interested.” 

Of course, I was. Riding up and down the driveway had ceased being fun. I was ready for new adventures. “Sure,” I said nonchalantly. It would mean a new place for her to ride too. 

The next afternoon, it was supposed to be quite hot. I led Patches and followed Roxanne down the road aways to a wooded area. It was so overgrown, the path wasn’t noticeable at first, but then I saw the tire tracks. It was hot out in the sun, but inside the wooded area, it was shady and cool. Patches perked up. I had interrupted her morning doze I guess, and she wasn’t too happy about leaving her little barn to go out in the heat. 

A pretty dirt path meandered through the woods, up and down slight hills, where the lush vegetation seemed to be mostly ferns. The afternoon sun shone down through the trees, but didn’t reach the ground, making it light, but not hot―just right for riding. I found a stump and standing on it, hopped aboard Patches. 

“Have you walked the whole path?” I asked Roxanne, who was still ahead of us. “What’s at the end?”

“I don’t know. I stay away when the motorcycles are here, and my parents won’t let me come here alone. I came here with my cousin once, but we only got so far before it was time for her to go home.”

It was so peaceful, so quiet in there, other than Patches’ footfalls on the soft dirt path, and the occasional birdsong, I felt as though we were out in the country, maybe in the mountains, not in a semi-urban neighborhood outside the city limits. 

A voice broke into my daydreams. “Um, Candy, do you suppose I could take a turn?” 

Startled out of my thoughts, I replied, “Oh! Yes, sure.” I freed my feet from the stirrups and slid out of the saddle to the ground. Then I helped Roxanne climb aboard. I showed her how to hold the reins, not too tight, but not too loose either. I turned around to lead the way on foot, and thought I heard a sharp intake of breath. “Something wrong?” I asked, turning around again.

Roxanne looked worried. “You usually walk next to me.”

I thought for a moment. “Yes, but you will be okay. Just hold onto the saddle horn with your other hand.” She nodded, but still looked unsure about it. Eventually, she relaxed and we chatted as she rode and I walked.

After that day, Patches and I went by ourselves on the trail. I didn’t tell my mom that I was going out alone, but then, she never asked. Patches dragged her hooves on the hot days, until we neared the trail, and then she almost pranced. Sometimes I wished someone else could ride with me, but as far as I knew, there weren’t any other ponies or horses in the neighborhood.

One day, we were just rounding a corner, and because we were on our way back after a quiet ride, Patches was doing a running walk. Suddenly, I heard a noise like loud, angry bees. Without warning, Patches put on the brakes and spun around, facing back the way we had come. 

I tried to hang on, but I lost my balance when she spun, and as soon as she righted herself, she bounded down the trail. I fell off, facedown. After so many days of sunshine, the dirt trail was powdery and deep. I think I must have passed out for a moment, because I felt as though I was drowning in dirt―or buried in it. The angry buzzing noise had stopped, but I could hear voices. “Am I dead?” I asked

I heard someone snicker and then a male voice I vaguely recognized said, “Shut up, Larry. This is serious.” Then to me he said, “No, you’re not dead. Can you sit up?”

“I-I guess so.”

“Here, let me help you.” A male hand appeared in front of my face and grabbed my hand. He pulled me to a sitting position. Once there, I looked around. There were three or four boys with motorcycles peering at me. “Are you okay?” 

“Where’s my pony? She ran off.”

“Right here. Tommy went after her.” 

“She was just standing up the trail, eating ferns,” another boy, I assumed was Tommy, said. 

“What is your name? I think I’ve seen you with my sister, Roxanne,” said the boy who appeared to be in charge. “My name is Keith.”

Before I could answer, the boy named Larry shouted out, “Her name is Candy...Candy Cane!”
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I cringed when I heard my name, but Roxanne’s brother appeared not to hear Loudmouth Larry. Keith insisted on walking me home and even led Patches for me―in case I fell off again I guess. Embarrassed as I was that I had fallen off and the neighborhood boys had seen me lying on the ground, Keith was nice, asking me questions about Patches, and saying that it was kind of me to let Roxanne spend time with my pony. 

But when we’d walked down the driveway and reached my house, Mom came out on the porch, looking worried. “What happened?” she asked looking back and forth between me and then Keith for an answer. 

I opened my mouth, but he answered first. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Cane. She’s okay. Nothing broken.” He smiled at her and the worried look faded a bit.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Mom, this is Keith, Roxanne’s big brother. I fell off Patches and he and his friends found me.”

“She probably could have gotten home on her own, but I wanted to make sure. She might have been knocked out, so you’ll want to watch her for a while―I’ve taken a first aid class,” he added, probably in case Mom didn’t believe him.

“Well, I sure do appreciate that, Keith. It’s pretty warm out there. Would you like a glass of lemonade while Candy takes the pony back to her pasture?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’d like that, but let me help unsaddle Patches first and put her away.” That was the moment when I first fell in love with a boy.

Mom made me lie down on the sofa in the living room for the rest of the day. When Dad got home early that evening, I could hear them talking in the kitchen. That was nothing unusual, but then I heard Mom say my name, and shortly after, Dad came into the living room. I pulled my legs up so he could sit down at the other end of the sofa.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Hi. How are you feeling, Candy? Mom said you fell off Patches today.”

“Yeah,” I admitted sheepishly.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, I guess she got scared or something. She spun around and I fell off.”

“It’s a good thing Keith and his friends came along. If they hadn’t, you might have laid there a long time. Did you tell your mother where you were going before you left the house?”

“N-no...”

“From now on, I think you should.” 

“Okay.”

“And...” 

What? I thought that would be it. There was more? No one worried about turning their children loose outside all day to play. As long as Mom knew where I was going and when I planned to return, she was okay with it.

“...if you ride on the trails, I don’t want you to go there alone. Take your friend with you, in case something like this happens again.” I started to speak, but Dad held up his hand. “Sorry, Candy, I must insist. Your mother is worried about you riding alone and this is what we agreed to. Do you understand?”

“Couldn’t I just―?” Dad shook his head. “I guess so,” I mumbled.

Well, that sure put a damper on my summer. Dragging Roxanne along with me every time I rode on the trails wouldn’t be the same. I would have to share my rides with her...But wait! The more time I spent with Roxanne, the more apt I was to see her brother. I felt a smile spread across my face. He was so dreamy...
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[image: ]


IF ONLY IT HAD WORKED that way. Roxanne wasn’t always available when I wanted to ride. I had to plan ahead or content myself with riding up and down the driveway. And even when she could go, Keith wasn’t always around. He was often riding his motorcycle on the trails at the time Roxanne wasn’t busy, so we couldn’t go there then either. But now and then he was at home when I rode Patches over there to get her. He was polite, “Oh, hi, Candy. How are you?” he would usually ask, but it wasn’t the same as when I had him to myself walking home after the accident. 

Still, it was better than not seeing him at all, and I spent a lot of my time riding up and down the driveway, thinking about him and wondering if he liked me too.

There was another benefit to becoming friends with Roxanne. When my parents and I were invited to a family reunion, we would be gone all day and into the evening. I asked Roxanne if she could come over and feed Patches her dinner that night, and maybe come check on her in the afternoon, give her carrot treats and brush her if she wanted to. Roxanne said yes! 

I did wonder, briefly, if I was the one getting all the benefit from our friendship, but Roxanne assured me that wasn’t the case; she loved to spend time with Patches and was honored that I trusted her to take care of my pony. “And maybe, you can take care of the puppies if we have to go somewhere. I’ll ask my mom, okay?”

Puppies? “You never told me you have puppies,” I admonished her.

“Well, you usually bring Patches to my house, so I meet you outside. And I guess it never came up in our conversations.”

“Could I see them sometime? Could you bring one out on the porch or something to show me?” Even though Grandma had suggested I ask Santa for a puppy―though she meant instead of a pony―once I got Patches, the thought kind of flew out of my mind. I loved all animals and would have liked at least one cat too, but Mom was allergic to their fur, she’d said. 

“Okay, I’ll do that.”

The next time I visited Roxanne, I went without Patches. Roxanne led me through the gate to their backyard, where four puppies frolicked around their mother, who lay in the grass, sunning herself. She reminded me of my mom when we went to the beach. While Dad and I played in the water or built sandcastles, Mom lay on a blanket in her swimsuit, covered head to toe in sunscreen lotion, a big floppy hat covering her face.

“They’re so cute! What kind are they?” I asked.

“I keep forgetting. I’ll ask my brother. Hey Keith!” she yelled into the house. “What kind of puppies are these again? Candy wants to know.”

Roxanne’s brother opened the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the deck. “Hi Candy, I thought you were on the phone.” 

“Hi. No, I’m here. In person.” I blushed. What a stupid thing to say.

“Keith, what kind of puppies are these again?” Roxanne asked

“Border Collie, we think. Betsy got out through a hole in the fence one night and...well...” He looked over at his mom who was pulling weeds in the flowerbed. She shook her head. I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t, just shrugged, turned on his heel and walked back into the house, pulling the door closed behind him.

I stared after him and it took me a moment to realize Roxanne was talking to me.

“Do you think your parents would let you have one? You can have first pick.”

Dad would be easier to convince than Mom. It was Sunday and he was home. All I had to do was think up a reason for him to see the puppies. “Can I use your phone? I need to call my dad.”

“Sure, follow me. It’s in the kitchen.” She opened the sliding glass door and I followed her through her family’s spacious home, so different than ours. The furniture was sleek and modern. The rooms were large and uncluttered, everything in its place. No wonder the puppies were outside. 

When Roxanne pointed to the yellow phone on the wall, I reached up to pull down the receiver on its long stretchy cord, and dialed our number. I felt relieved when Dad answered the phone. “Dad, I need a ride home from Roxanne’s. I think I’m getting a blister on my foot. Will you come get me?” I knew I shouldn’t lie, but it was the only excuse I could come up with in a short time.

Once Dad saw the puppies, I knew he was as smitten as me. “Do you think Mom will let me have one? When school starts, Patches will be lonely with me gone all day. I don’t know if we have room for another pony, a dog is much smaller. I really like this one. See? She has a white spot on the tip of her tail. We could name her ‘Tippy.’”

“I’ll talk to your mother.” 

Patches and Tippy became the best of friends.
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Chapter Five


[image: ]


When I entered middle school, the boundaries had changed, so most of the kids I’d gone to elementary school with, were not in my new school, including Roxanne. Her mother had decided to send her to a private school. I saw it as the perfect opportunity to be a new, better me, determined to tell everyone there that my name was Candace. I had new clothes, reflecting the new me―green knee socks, white ankle-high go-go boots, a green skirt and green and white short-sleeve sweater, although it was a little warm. 

My first class of the day was English, and my very proper teacher didn’t even have to be told—because, of course, school records showed “Candy”—that my name was Candace. 

Getting ready to correct her during roll call, when she actually called out “Candace,” I hesitated. “Here!” I shouted when I realized she meant me. The teacher frowned, but my new classmates called me Candace after that.

Until about three weeks into the school year. 

“Candy Cane!” someone shouted as my new best friend, Sue, and I walked down the crowded hallway headed to the lunchroom. I stopped and spun around so abruptly that the girl behind me walked up on the back of my shoe as we collided.

“Watch where you’re going, why don’t you,” she said, glaring at me.

“Who is that?” Sue asked.

“I’ve never seen her before.”

“Not her, the person who called you Candy.”

“I don’t know, I didn’t see who said it,” I replied, walking faster. When we reached the cafeteria, I headed for a table in the corner at the back of the room, and sat on the attached bench.

“I’ll get my lunch first if you want to stay here and save our seats,” Sue said, still standing.

Usually, I took a brown bag lunch with me, but I’d been in too much of a hurry that morning. “Okay, I’ll—” 

“Hey, Candy Cane, it is you.” 

Oh great, Loudmouth Larry. 

“I thought so when I saw your red hair―or should I say ‘mane’? You still have that pony, doncha?”

Yup, red hair, white skin. Candy cane colors. 

“Looks like we’re the only two here from our school.”

Unfortunately. I’d forgotten that possibility, since we did live in the same neighborhood. Embarrassed, and hoping he’d leave before he said my name again in front of the whole school, I tried not to encourage him. But he kept hanging around. Should I tell him I was calling myself Candace now?

Sue hadn’t stuck around after Larry arrived, but she was soon back with her tray of food. “Your turn,” she said, setting the tray on the table.

I stood up, feeling kind of ill. Maybe it was the strong smell of banana peels in the large gray garbage cans along the walls. I used to love bananas―until I entered a school lunchroom, that is. “I need to get in line for lunch. See ya,” I told Larry, hoping he’d get the hint and leave. 

Fortunately for me, he did. “Yeah, see ya.” Oddly, right away I felt better.

“Who is that guy?” Sue asked when I returned with my lunch.

“What guy?” I asked all innocence―I hoped.

“Candace, don’t be silly. That short, scrawny guy with the glasses, dingy T-shirt and frayed jeans.”

“We went to the same elementary school. He lives near me,” I explained, frowning.

“Oh. Are you friends?”

“Not really. He’s...annoying.”

“I didn’t think you looked happy to see him. Does he always call you that? ‛Candy Cane’?”

I sighed. “Yes, but that is my name―my real name.” Knowing Larry, he’d blab to everyone, so I might as well tell Sue first.

“Do you want me to call you Candace?” 

“I’d appreciate it.”

“When you get married, you can change your name,” Sue said after I’d told her my story. “Your mom’s feelings won’t be hurt then; she’ll expect you to.”

I clung to that hope for years.
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THE TIME CAME WHEN I finally had to accept that I could no longer ride Patches. I had grown to my full height of five foot six and one half, and my feet nearly dragged on the ground. And at 100 pounds, I was too heavy for a pony. Even the saddle’s seat was too small for me. I had switched to riding bareback about a year and a half before, anyway. It was much easier to hop on and off Patches and I could ride in my tennis shoes in the summer.

I no longer had to have someone ride with me. When I was twelve, Mom and Dad had decided that I was old enough to ride alone. It was just as well, Roxanne was so busy with her lessons―piano, dance, and drama―she rarely had time to ride. If it was me, I would have taken riding lessons, but I guess it wasn’t on her mom’s agenda. And with us attending different schools, there was much less chance of seeing her. Unfortunately, that would also mean not seeing Keith. He was in high school, and had a driver’s license. I’d seen some girl in the car with him last time I was out walking and he’d driven by. I’d put up my hand to wave, but he wasn’t looking my way, so I quickly put it down again. Maybe he had just been nice to me because I was his sister’s friend, and since I was no longer going to their house, we didn’t appear to be friends anymore. I think Roxanne suspected me of using her. She mentioned one day when we were at her house, that some girls pretended to be her friend, but when they came to her house, all they wanted to talk about was her brother. And if he was home, they flirted with him. She looked at me, as though waiting for me to deny I was one of those girls too. What could I say? My parents had taught me to be honest, which I might fudge a bit, but not out and out lie. “But we go riding together,” I said, which seemed to satisfy her―then.

Maybe a pony cart. Patches would need a harness and I would have to learn how to drive. I had no idea if she had ever pulled a cart or knew how. 

The feed store where we bought Patches’ hay and other odds and ends, had a catalog they let me browse through the next time we were there. I found the name of a harness company and wrote down their information. I called when we got home and found they had a used pony harness which was much more affordable than a new one. With the money I had saved from babysitting, I could buy it.

All I needed was a cart and someone who could teach me how to use it. “Ask your grandma,” Dad said. “She might know.”

“Grandma?”

“Yes, I remember hearing her parents had a buggy and let her use it. I imagine she’d still remember how to harness and drive.”

“I’ll ask her.” I headed to the door, and then stopped. “But I don’t have a cart.”

“I have an idea about that too
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