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			A good horse gives you wind in your face, a brave, big heart, and a whole new world—wings.

			To Stokely, my first horse, who catapulted this journey.

			To Shadrack, my horsey love of my life, who taught me to fly.

			To the land. The sand. The pines. The red clay. The open fields we run across.

		

	
		
			Part I

			 

			1937–1976

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The dust had settled from the Great War long enough for folks like Moses to see a few feet into tomorrow’s horizon and think there might still be a future for Fairfield County.

			In the years after the war, farmers fought the boll weevil on their cotton plantations and lost; sold the used-up land for pennies on the acre. The land was useless, terrorized, plundered.

			White farmers figured they’d rather have cut their losses and move on. So they did. They say that’s how Fairfield County came to be populated by so many Black folks: day laborers who saved up enough to buy the land their family worked on for generations—first as slaves, then as sharecroppers. White landowners had just up and left the land for ruin, looking for a new industry.

			Word was granite was growing. Managing a quarry took less manpower, fewer natural disasters to have to survive in order to pull a profit. Fewer variables in God’s hand: mercy or otherwise. Figured, land management was easier than raising cattle, so buying them at least fifty years of use.

			So came the availability of land, and years later with Roosevelt’s New Deal, loans and capital, and right on the other side of the property line from Moses’s parcel, a new parcel had come up for sale. He had watched the surveyors: trying to figure if it could be a viable location for more granite excavation. But that was the thing about this part of the Piedmont: one foot could stand on sand, one foot could stand on bedrock, and there could be a dividing line of red clay. No rhyme or reason. It was why when cotton ran its way through the soils, the land was then turned to pine for harvest. When the pines were logged and processed, then time came for pastures and so the cattle came.

			For folks who never thought they’d own much of anything, the land was a timer: about seven years from a return on any investment. Moses didn’t mind; he had learned to think in generations like the white folks who brought his people here centuries ago. Whatever evils lay in their hearts to round up whole humans like livestock, ship them across an ocean, and craft a whole country identity, a whole economy—whatever they had deep within themselves that gave them the ability to devise such an operation was thinking with the longest vision.

			Not to say Moses had wanted to think like them, but he saw value in the idea of trying to make decisions and “investments” with an eye towards a future so far ahead of him he might never see it to fruition, but that maybe his offspring might reap. That alone filled him with purpose towards enlarging his territory. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal, according to 2 Corinthians.

			That’s how he got ninety-eight acres of land—an increase from his inherited thirty-eight. Whenever anyone asked how he came upon the additional sixty acres, his response would be some version of “they practically gave ’em away.” And it was true.

			On the property, there was a small creek near the back pine parcel. It curved just enough that when the pines were logged and the land to pasture, he could have a water source for other livestock outside of horses he might want to keep. With almost a hundred acres, Moses could raise a drove of cattle and he’d have enough space for rotational grazing, providing a constant supply of roughage, and with time the bovines would sow nutrients back into the soil for whatever riches might spring up next. And then, he’d repeat the cycle for as long as God saw fit to keep him upright on his two feet and above the ground. And then, again God willing, one day he would have someone to take it on. He didn’t know who or how, but he held his mustard-seed faith like a talisman to keep marching towards the future’s horizon.

			He was born just a few steps outside of a life of bondage; the inherited scar tissue showed up in Moses’s rush to create a self-governed life: Marry publicly, and in a church. Have children and get to keep them. Buy a house if you want it—things his grandfather could only imagine.

			Going through the motions, he came to wonder if that was supposed to be his life. Moses had found himself unevenly yoked with someone who wanted different things than he did. He knew deep down he should pursue the family way. Losing two infants in such quick succession made his first marriage as short as a winter’s day. He had wanted to do right by her, but he also wanted to be his own man. Make his own decisions. Not rush into wedded bondage—how he was seeing the weight of his wife and her desires.

			What other way was there to pursue a life? Moses wanted freedom and land and horses in pastures. The life he fought for. He wanted to reap the bounty of his struggle, despite being born a Black man in 1888 in Fairfield County, South Carolina, on the land he would die on. He was the son of slaves who had transitioned to sharecropping after Lincoln signed them papers declaring all men free.

			For eleven years as freed people, his parents worked the land, worked horses, sold horses, trained horses—just as they had done when they were owned by the Boltons—but now they were armed with their own enterprise and dreams. Ones that they could see and taste. Eventually, Moses’s parents had earned enough from this work to make a land purchase of one acre not long after Moses was born. Inheritance making, Ezekiel had said each time he handed over the cash for the first parcels. Then later, five more. Then more until they came to own twenty-two acres in total.

			His parents were the lucky ones. After manumission, his Aunt Hagar made her way back to Fairfield County having walked the whole way from Hopkins. Like salmon swimming back to the place they were born, many blood Boltons of their time saw the town of Ridgeway as their homeland, and no other dirt to lay their heads until their last breaths would suffice. She never did find any of the twelve children she birthed. But she was able to live out the rest of her life with family again. When she finally laid down to her eternal rest, her ten acres reverted to Moses, who she saw as a son. So then he had enough land for the horses he’d keep, and enough land to farm, and enough land to live and breathe the clean, free air.

			In the new world made by emancipation, white horsemen found themselves having to now pay for the services readily available to them. Having to step into the gap made when the once enslaved went about manifesting their own destiny. For some of those men who decided to stay in the business of Thoroughbred racing, they knew their chances of remaining in the winner’s circle relied heavily on the skilled Black horsemen and their descendants who helped build the industry. They would cross the increasing color-line boundaries if it meant a wreath of roses and a fine payout.

			Word was that Moses was an exceptional horseman. He had only just set out his shingle when his father retired, and folks came like a steam engine—tick by tick—looking for his expertise. A man had come by once, inquiring about his services, took one look at his herd, and exclaimed, “I tell you, there’s nothing like a horse trained by a nigger!” The man slipped his hands into his pockets. He knew what he said. Meant it exactly like he had said it. Twirled the piece of hay he was chewing. Moses nodded. He was free to live his life, sure, but he knew there was only so much one could do under the thumb of white men who feel their whole lives been turned upside down, having found themselves in the embarrassing position of needing a nigger’s help. But Moses knew that won’t no one for miles of here that had his seat. The word went around by mouth. Moses could put his hands on the withers of a bronc’ing horse—that couldn’t no one get to not be a kite in the sky—and have the horse bending his neck around him in a hug, almost purring.

			At first Moses had traveled to their plantations, or their parcels, back into the bellies of the beast, so to say, to do his work. He’d wake up and travel day after day. Sometimes for two seasons, staying at each post as long as he could. Every descendant of former slave masters being varying degrees of sufferable until it just made sense for him to start his own operation on his terms on his land: folks—whoever wanted to do business with him—would bring their horses and he’d make of the horses what they wanted in the off-season. On his time. On their dime. (That was how he described the new setup to Lillie.) During the racing season, well, he was back on the backstretch of the racecourse like a young man again, bunking with his ward until he couldn’t handle the hard ground for long stretches anymore.

			As he aged, and his body started to fail, Moses took on apprentices, his son Lloyd being one. Lloyd, his only child with Lillie, the one who lived after so many years swearing off trying to have children. Moses believed Lloyd would be the one to bring the work of the Black Bolton horsemen forward. Moses counted on it. If you had asked Lillie, she’d say he counted too much on it. All your eggs in the tail of your shirt. She loved that turn of phrase, since that’s how Moses collected the eggs, and not in a basket. Moses had put so much weight on Lloyd’s back he hadn’t considered how easily Lloyd could break.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			When asked what number Pal O Mine should run under Moses had said, “Number 7 or number 3. Them’s divine numbers, alright. God made this whole world in seven days. And He’s a trinity: Father, Son, Holy Ghost. Cain’t go wrong with three neither.”

			It wasn’t often that a Negro at the racetrack was asked his opinion, but Moses was respected by the horse’s owner, so when it came time to prepare for the 1938 Carolina Jessamine Invitational, Mrs. Pynchon-Grant went right up to Moses and told him to pick the number.

			The number 7 slot would have put the stallion too far right in the field and closer to the stands of crowds, and so would have caused further distraction that would have leaked through Pal’s blinders and earplugs. That far out in the field and the thunder of the spectators’ cheers would drown out the footfalls of Pal’s competitors, and so the number 3 would put the colt closer to the center of action and increase the odds of victory—should he be able to run.

			He had come to the track with slim odds: 50–1. In fact, Pal was on the bench the whole week leading up to the big race, only used to breeze the contenders as a pacing bunny, until favored-to-win Blazing Time was inspected, it was determined that his right-hind hock was warm to the touch, and they decided to scratch the gray colt from the race.

			The backstretch, where the stables and the people whose hands made sure the horses were ready for the big day—the night watchmen, the hot-walkers, the stall cleaners, the grooms, many of them Black—was quiet but moving how a tributary moves: rolling, rolling.

			When the news came that a horse had scratched, a great stir rose, and several of the grooms who were sitting in the stalls with their horse wards scurried to start their brisk brushing to get the pine shavings off and used their jute sacks to spit shine the coats slick. Hoping their horse would be the one picked. It could be anyone’s chance.

			Moses had asked which horse? His question rose above the stalls like steam. Someone yelled out, “Blazing Time,” and he whispered in Pal’s ear, “That’s ’cause they bought that horse off looks alone. His little dapple-gray coat shole is pretty and all but it hid the fact that his back leg ’bout cripple as a farmer’s scythe, ain’t it?”

			Moses chuckled and Pal jerked his head up seemingly in response right at that moment, even though to the untrained eye, you’d think it was because Moses was running the jute sack right at the base of the neck, in the crease where the neck met the shoulders and it felt good to the horse, but Moses knew when a movement was a movement versus a response. Could feel it. Pal agreed.

			It could be anybody’s chance, but Moses’s gut started to twist with anticipation. Only a superstitious man when it came to race day, he couldn’t make any grand gestures, or else Pal might sense his excitement and use all of his energy getting to the starting gate.

			If they were to be chosen at this late hour, Pal would be walking the Valley of Roses—what the fancy called the path from the backstretch to the front—by himself since Moses knew the imaginary line marking where he could move freely and where he couldn’t at the racecourse. Where the horse passed from the care of one to the other. For all intents and purposes, Pal would be walking onto the field alone. Yes. Pal would have the jockey. Of course. But the jockey sees Pal almost like a piece of equipment. Like the saddle. Or the reins. The jockey, to Pal, was another thing to carry from the start to the finish. He’d have to do it alone until he crossed the line again to the backstretch where Moses would be the one to see to it that Pal returns to himself. Checks in. Checks the body. Walk him until his nostrils unflare. Scratch him behind the ears and say good boy over and over so the horse might tire of hearing it, but he never will, cronching his peppermint in sweet victory—even defeat. Moses always rewarded the try. It was Moses’s race as much as it was Jockey What’s-His-Name’s, and Mrs. Pynchon-Grant’s.

			Moses breathed deeply and prayed number 3 would be drawn up. It didn’t matter how many times he made it to the backstretch over the years. Each time was like the first time. He was fifty years old and had practically been born in a stable not unlike this.

			The weekend of his birth was a race weekend, and Moses’s father, Ezekiel, concerned that his mother, Maryam, would face complications if she went into labor alone and her time was near, insisted she camp out with him at the track. Won’t no amount of protest on her part could change his mind. So she laid up in the stall with Ezekiel and his horse ward on top of an extra layer of wood shavings.

			Even from the womb Moses felt it then, the importance of the day. The story was he waited to be born until after the horse left the stables, and since Ezekiel couldn’t go to the track to watch and he had a very pregnant wife, he returned to the stall to find Maryam’s water had broken and she had started to push just as he walked back to check on her.

			His horse won’t a winner that day, but Ezekiel was.

			The labor was quick. It had to be. Ezekiel was due to receive his horse after the race, but someone stepped up for the cooldown and cold wash to give him more time. After they checked for vitals, counted all the fingers and toes, waited for the wail, Ezekiel and another groom, who helped by wringing the hot towels and cleaning his paring knife for the umbilical cord, brought the baby boy back to Maryam. He was wrapped in a jute sack, and someone else scrounged up some clean straw bedding and had put him in a basket. When she saw it was a boy in a basket, she chuckled and said, “Well, I might as well name him Moses.”

			Having literally been born into this whole thing, horses, Moses couldn’t imagine what other life he was supposed to have. Sure, the government called him up to fight, and like the rest of the world, he stopped his life to serve, but he knew every day in the trenches, in the mess hall, in the rocking ocean liner crossing the Atlantic, what he was coming back to: a life, a life of horses. That’s what kept his head on straight in the trenches, even when his socks got bogged down with mud and soldiers flanked on either side of him caught shrapnel or pneumonia. The thought of a horse’s warm body beneath him, breathing when he breathed, galloping through a field, or his grand neck wrapped around Moses’s back while being groomed—that’s what kept him whole and brought him home.

			

			
				
				 
			

			 

			Like a game of telephone, Pal O Mine’s name rang out on the backstretch until it reached Moses’s ears. It was Pal’s time to race. Moses could put his real game face on and settle into his prerace routine—even if a bit rushed—to get Pal in the zone, and then send him off into the Valley of Roses to pick up his jockey, then on to the starting gate.

			Pal lined up in the number 6 position—on account of his late addition, he took the empty spot rather than having to shuffle the rest of the horses already lined up, waiting. Moses watched from the fence.

			“Give him his face,” Moses said to the jockey—a cautionary warning to not hold the horse back with the reins before the race even started—even though won’t no way the jockey could hear him where he stood. Even if he could hear, the jockey would not be looking for his opinion. Usually, they at least come gather their mounts for call time, but Jockey What’s-His-Name got someone else to gather Pal from the Valley of Roses and sent him back to Moses. Never once did he have even a glance of greeting for Moses, but it won’t Moses’s business to mind. Pal was his business. That Mrs. Pynchon-Grant was happy with him and so still paid his wages was his business. Whether a handsy jockey, who hangs on a horse’s mouth rather than ride him, paid him any mind was the least of his worries. Thankfully Pal was forgiving, and didn’t hold a grudge for poor riding like that chestnut mare Solaris—after every race with Jockey What’s-His-Name, Moses would hop on Solaris and sing made-up songs until her jiggy-jog turned into a quiet walk and she lowered her head instead of lifting it like an ostrich-stringy neck whenever anyone reached for the halter.

			“Give him his face,” Moses said again. This time, Jimmy, who also had a horse in the race, hummed in agreement, then commented on his own jockey’s performance.

			“Get out the middle, you get stuck there. Make a move,” Jimmy said.

			“You don’t want him too tired, they barely halfway in,” another groom said.

			“His face! He needs it—you jamming him up holding him back!” That was all Moses could focus on. That was all Pal needed to separate from the pack. The ability to balance himself with each stride—for the jockey to get out the way.

			During practices, when Moses breezed Pal on the track, every time he let the reins get a little drape—let go, give Pal his face—Pal O Mine dug deeper into the turf and blazed past the pacesetter, even though they were supposed to stay just to the setter’s hip. Never pass. Of course, Moses knew the whole purpose of the exercise, but he also knew what it meant to allow the horse to know his own powers, that he could do it, go faster, be the fastest horse out on the field. Most often what kept Pal out of the money won’t the training or the fitness or the readiness, but conductor error. How you can set a steam engine on a track and let it run, but if the conductor don’t apply the brakes then let them go at the right time around a curve, well, that’s how we get derailments.

			Pal rounded the last turn of the course and it was the closest on the whole racetrack Pal would be to Moses. Jockey What’s-His-Name had let up some, but not enough. Pal had moved up a few places. Near the front-middle of the pack. Moses could hear and see from the footfall, and how clean or not they landed the jumps, that the horses in the front were getting tired.

			“They must only ever run the course or less,” Moses said out loud. “Don’t know how to tuck away some energy for the last bit.”

			He shook his head, but saw Pal’s cadence remained steady, and as the horse got closer Moses noticed he had pulled more reins from the jockey’s hands, freeing up his face. But still not enough.

			Now Moses was jumping and yelling. “FACE! He needs his face!” That was for the jockey.

			“PAL O MINE! Take ’em to church!” That was for the horse.

			Moses slapped the fence and hollered and stomped his feet, figuring if a horse can feel a fly land on its back, surely Pal would know the weight of him, the full weight of him, pounding the earth through the turf, the way his heart had sped up as if he were in the race with Pal. He’d feel it.

			Finally he had his face. Moses sent his intentions to the finish line and watched Pal O Mine’s neck lengthen—his stride triple in length as he passed fifth, passed fourth, stayed steady on with the third for too many paces. The announcer and crowd started to go wild.

			“Odd-chancer Pal O Mine snuck out of the stables and is giving the podium racers their paces! He’s gunning for it! Neck and neck with number 3. Now look, his jockey found the seventh gear and he’s caught the hip of number 2—this was a horse on the sidelines, I mean literally on the bench, only fifteen minutes ago and now he’s a contender!”

			“Been a contender!” Moses called back.

			“He’s vying for the winner’s circle for the 1938 Carolina Jessamine Invitational. He’s running. He’s digging. He’s second place. He’s second place. A minute ago, he wasn’t a contender and now he’s a contender—oh my God—”

			“My God—” Moses echoed. Pal O Mine was doing it. He couldn’t imagine how Mrs. Pynchon-Grant was handling watching this. He pulled himself over the top of the fence so he’d have an unobstructed view. Pal O Mine’s nose caught the tail of the front-runner.

			“My God!”

			Pal O Mine was at the haunches. Only five breaths to the end of the course. Five reaches. Pal O Mine was head to the other jockey’s chest. And that jockey was flapping and flapping about the top of his horse lookin’ like he was doing the chicken dance—elbows jumping this way an’ that, but the horse was spent. He was cruising on the last gear as best he could, trying not to lose any steam. Couldn’t go no faster no matter what. Jockey What’s-His-Name finally realized Pal O Mine could take him home. He grabbed mane and held on.

			“Finally” was all Moses could say as Pal took over the lead for the last three lengths of the course.

			Then Moses lost it. He absolutely lost it. His colleagues on the backstretch had already been creeping up to the fence—not unlike Pal making his way to the finish line into first place—with a feed bucket of ice-cold water. Who cared that it was a chilly April 2, and an ice-water bath would surely lead to a sickness, but this was tradition. His horse had won. Pal had come off the bench. And was victorious.

			“We won! We won!” Moses shouted before they dumped the ice water over his shoulders.

			“We won,” he whispered into Pal O Mine’s ears when he retrieved the horse from the Valley of Roses.

			“We won,” he said again, when Mrs. Pynchon-Grant pulled him just to the edge of the frame of the photo op for the County Chronicle. Moses had been there to collect the horse; had crossed the invisible racial line so that Pal O Mine could get his breath postrace and rest. Mrs. Pynchon-Grant pulled him into the moment and with that gesture acknowledged his Negro self as part of her team. What a gesture. They had won. He had repeated it to the journalist—we won—who went on to name all of the players he thought made the win possible. Except Moses. It didn’t matter. Moses was the victor with Pal O Mine; no one could take that from him.

			Look, he’d say, showing off the article with its photo: everyone else in that photo was looking at the cameraman as the lightbulb flashed to capture the moment.

			Moses was looking at his horse.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			In the before-years, before the Depression, then the dust, before everything shut down for the second war, after everyone who could climbed out of it all with what they had salvaged intact, in those golden years, Moses was a name that was called in all of the racing stables to come and make another Pal O Mine; to make another something out of nothing. To make a champion for them.

			He lived at the racing stables. Slept more on a pallet of hay next to his athletes than he did his own cotton-stuffed mattress Lillie made every morning and turned down in hopes, in anticipation, that more than one night a week he might warm her up.

			When they first understood they were pregnant with Lloyd, Lillie had joked maybe she was the Virgin Mary; how else could she account for carrying a baby considering how little she saw Moses? He had heard the tinge of pain behind the laughs and promised the sacrifices won’t be eternal. Promised her a quiet life on the farm enjoying whatever simple pleasure her heart desired. Her eyes cast wide and she said, “A herd of mustangs?” Holding her belly, indicating she did not at all mean the wild horse variety, and Moses had frowned his face at the word “mustangs” before he too understood she had meant more children. She wanted a life filled with children, and it was this, alone, that amplified their age difference when on any given day he had seen them exactly as they were: two lovebirds set on spending the rest of their lives together in the nest they built up in Fairfield County. That would be enough for him: A man having marked almost half a century of life already. And his young bride, barely past the beginning of hers. But it was the small moments like her statement of desire for more children that placed the grandest of canyons between them.

			Of course, Moses could have been a father before Lillie, in his first marriage. But the pure fact that he wasn’t was good enough for him. He had not been even in a position of wanting to marry again, swore he would never, actually, until Lillie had almost appeared before him how he imagined Gabriel forming before Mary to tell her about the task ahead for her life.

			There was no other way to say that he could not find himself living a life without Lillie once she had planted herself, doggedly, within it.

			The first time he met her he thought she was Abe’s wife, another groom at the stables. She had come around all that summer cradling a baby in one hand and a basket in the other. He’d watch Lillie hand Abe his baby and his sandwich and they’d giggle and laugh like young lovers at the beginning of their family. It went like this through the training season until he saw another woman, one child on her hip and another wading in her shadow, wandering the barn aisles, and stopped him to ask if he knew where Abraham—how she called him—might be?

			“He’s walkin’ his horse down to the paddocks. They’re about to race, Miss.”

			“Mrs.,” she corrected. She saw his brow furrow. Moses corrected himself, then tipped his hat in salutation and offered an apology. He looked up and Lillie was approaching the two of them. Lillie grabbed the boy’s hand and offered her hip for the baby. Relieved of the two, Mrs. Abe Forman returned to Moses and asked again the direction that her husband might be, and when it took a beat for Moses to register the request, she chuckled.

			“Lillie is my kid sister. Our parents had a hard enough time in Georgia making it through—feeding themselves when the ground was so dry it cracked like kindling under your feet—so they sent her to us.”

			The look of relief must have been visible to her. She smiled at Moses now.

			“She likes to visit the horses and offered to take Johnny for walks—we live only about a twenty-minute walk away and Abe cut a path from the end of our parcel straight here so she can do it without getting into any roadways, or trouble. You know.”

			Moses hummed in agreement. Nodded his head. Again, relief. The next time he saw Lillie, he’d introduce himself proper. Not long after that, Lillie came bearing lunch and baby kisses and peppermints for Streaker, Abe’s ward, then swung by Moses’s stalls and handed him a sandwich. The first time she offered, he refused, citing he knew everything was tough for everyone. But he admitted he couldn’t deny how nice it would have been to eat something a woman had cooked. After the divorce, there wasn’t much Moses found himself missing from their union except maybe the drudgery and burden of figuring out what to cook for himself and when each day being sorted out.

			So when Lillie, in her persistence, held out two pieces of fried chicken wrapped in a cloth napkin, he could not refuse it. He couldn’t remember the last time he had fried chicken. Didn’t care if it was cold by the time it touched his lips, he understood in those Depression years what an offering had been bestowed upon him: Meat and flour. Salt. Buttermilk. Together. For lunch. Oh, he would savor each bite. Gristle, even. Lillie offered it, smiled, then turned and took the small child down each stall and visited with the grooms and their wards. When she circled back to Moses, he smiled thinking she had come back to visit again, and dusted off his hands on his pants, swiping hay, probably wet bran mash, an errant oat as she walked up. He chuckled towards Lillie as if their conversation had already begun.

			“Sometimes, I look in their buckets and get jealous! They do eat better’n me most days.”

			They laughed. The baby fussed. It had been a long day. Lillie had been there longer than usual. Lingering.

			Moses cleared his throat. “Didn’t eat better’n me today, though. Thank you again for that most delicious lunch, Miss Lillie.” He tipped his hat.

			Lillie looked like she had been caught in a surprise hearing her name.

			“How did you—”

			“Oh! Your sister came down for one of the races and you know this whole time I been thinking you was Abe wife and so when I saw another woman with him, I was confused and also won’t none of my business but she say her kid sister Lillie come with the baby and so here you are.”

			He wiped his brow with his handkerchief. Then tipped his pageboy hat as in a new greeting. He didn’t know why he did it, except perhaps nerves. But why? She was young. He was old rough-out leather. And yet and still.

			“And you are? Mr.?”

			“Moses. Bolton. Pleasure’s mine.”

			

			 

			 

			The guys at the barn started making kissing faces and winked their eyes at Moses whenever they saw Lillie and her nephew come down the center aisle. Moses paid no mind. He knew what it was already to love, think you’re building a life, and lose it because you an’ her are on different railroad tracks speeding down the countryside.

			With his first wife, it was losing the baby he won’t even sure he wanted in the first place. Then trying again. The midwife said the grief had taken up residence in the womb where the baby had been, and they needed to evict the burdensome grief first, heal the heart and womb—together—in order for their family to be a viable place for a baby to want to enter the world. Moses had never thought about the agency of the child, embryo, what should he call it? And its desire to occupy this earth. Did it choose? To come here? On this timeline?

			Moses couldn’t figure how to find the energy to promise to protect whoever emerged in Fairfield County, especially on days like the morning he woke to the news of Bear Greely strung up on a strong branch of the elm tree on the outskirts of town for—who even knows the reason anymore? All Moses knew was the week before, brother Bear was at church talking about how a truck of white boys came onto his property offering to buy it because of how close it was to the piece of land folks say was going to be a granite quarry, or maybe there was oil or diamonds—every time the story was told it had changed—and Bear, in his landowning right, asked kindly for the men to leave. And they laughed and said it was going to be their land one way or the other.

			So it was a season of hangings, not unlike how the news was projecting a season of struggle on the way. Moses had gone to the shipyards when the call came for him to suit up, and had participated, as demanded, in the World War for democracy. He had only seen a front line near the end of it and he understood a different front line was waiting for him when he returned: it seemed every other day a Black man was found dead, and every other day the white boys about town with their hay straws dangling from their lips like smoking pipes patrolled the streets with their chests puffed out prouder and prouder. Years of this.

			Between folks from Fairfield County staying near their station after that November day that said the war was over and there’d never be another one, and those puffed-chested proud boys strolling down the streets with two-by-fours like billy clubs, and then his wife Elaine’s grief sitting in the living room with them night after night after he come in from a full day of training and grooming at the track, it was all Moses could do to look her in the eyes in a way that projected love and care. It was all he could do—won’t no other air in his chest to form whatever words she might have needed to cast out the grief from her womb like the doctor say.

			Hell, he hadn’t an inch of time to consider his own grief on the matter of losing something he never had—never held—was promised but slipped between his fingers like the land grants his grandma said they was supposed to get when the shackles dropped. They had said a parcel and a beast of burden of choice. They themselves won’t no one’s beasts no more, how his grandma had said it, remembering the promise, undelivered. That grief Moses held, what he saw in Elaine, similar. How could anyone find room to make of themselves a new life right where the old one held for her so much sorrow?

			Eventually Moses gave up the ghost of the idea that he would be ready to think about what it meant to be in the family way in a timeline that might make sense for her or him—even though he knew what it all meant to her, what it could mean to him. They parted ways, as amicably as possible. He wished her luck and love and a man who could give her what her heart needed. She wished him luck and whatever it was he was after. It was enough. It had to be. In a way, free of the weight of not ever being able to meet his woman’s expectations, he could turn his life back to horses, his growing career, what to make of himself besides a ship porter tied to a dock in service, and he still managed to leave the war somehow mangled.

			The boys had called it ship-black lung, because the symptoms were similar to those snaking through the workers in the coal mines: shortness of breath, chest tightness, coughing black into a handkerchief. When the symptoms showed up, right when Moses returned to the barn, he thought it a hay allergy, newly developed. It sometimes happened to the best of them. Too much exposure, and the body starts to think it a thing to be expelled. But more and more of the ship bunkmates hunkered together in that windowless room next to the coal-fed engine, they all one by one got the cough. Doctors said he’d have to work hard to clear the tar from his lungs, to have, like the horses, the deep heart girth to gallop along the turf.

			It was no coincidence that with Elaine, Moses felt the tightening of the sinew in his lungs, like they were held, constricted in a cage tighter than his ribs. But years later, with Lillie, he had felt like a new man and often the world around him slipped away, and cleaning stalls at the track he’d find himself humming nonsense like a little lovestruck boy:

			
				I’m just a man with some horses,

				An’ a lil land to roam—

				I’m just a man, list’n for his woman

				To call him home.

			

			He had never known something would soften the cracked leather of his heart. Whenever Lillie walked down the center aisle of the barn, carrying their own child on her hip, his basket of food in her hand, Moses knew that next to seeing a horse he had trained and groomed in the winning circle, there won’t no better sight to be had on this green earth. One of those things where you just don’t know such beauty until you see it. And he prayed to God that he never wanted to know another day for as many days he has without Lillie to look him in the eyes the way she do. He wouldn’t be able to live without her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			That song, a silly ditty that had turned into the soundtrack of the second part of Moses’s life, had slowly faded away—maybe it was that he no longer toiled away at a barn that he didn’t own, for white people who didn’t recognize what all he did to produce the winningest horses until he quit and had set up his own operation and they had to come foot in hand to see if he’d work with their nags. So he had no reason to daydream and sing away the doldrums while completing a day’s work of chores. He had bet on himself. It was the only way to see that there was something—knowledge, land, horses, a whole life—to pass on to his Lloyd, if the boy wanted it.

			And it seemed that the boy did. Ever since he was born with hay in his hair, just like his father, Lloyd stood at his feet, watching. Lillie loved that about her son: his watchfulness. Children his age would look, eyes glazing over the surface level of whatever it was they were fixed on, but Lloyd drank it in. How, when he learned to form words, it was “hosey” that first came, and then when he learned to string those words into phrases and questions, they seemed to never cease. He had been possessed. “Feed hosey,” “ride hosey,” “Daddy hosey”—they laughed whenever Lloyd said those words at the track. He wasn’t wrong—that was the thing about children: they are the eternal truth tellers.

			At home, there was a picture of Moses on a hosey. His Daddy’s hosey. Lloyd saw it every day, and when he was at the track, young Lloyd had seen another horse, one that looked like the one in the picture, and proclaimed it Daddy’s hosey. Again, he wasn’t wrong. That day, after the Carolina Jessamine Invitational of 1938, when the white press left, and the fanfare of the owner and jockey had died down, and the jockey had pulled Pal O Mine to the line marking where Moses couldn’t cross to hand over the horse, a camera appeared from somewhere. Lillie had arranged it in anticipation that the outcome of Pal O Mine’s maiden race would be that of a champion.

			Later Moses asked her how she knew Pal would even run since he wasn’t officially entered?

			“You’re the best. Why wouldn’t he run?” she said.

			He’d offer some response, ask again, and Lillie would sigh.

			“I made my own bets. I wagered right.”

			She had asked a friend of a friend who worked at the Call & Response, a Negro circular in Columbia, if he’d be interested in covering a Negro trainer of the winning horse—because someone should acknowledge the man in the machine. The friend didn’t know, but he’d put in a word, then Lillie had offered that she would pay to have the moment documented. She pleaded and then scraped a few dollars between her laundry service and slipped into their farm savings. She couldn’t explain it to Moses, she just had a feeling that race would change their life, and she couldn’t expect the white press to capture the magnitude of it all.

			So as soon as Pal crossed back over the invisible force field to the backstretch, he snorted—a release. All of the grooms gathered to celebrate Moses’s win chuckled, because they knew: horses understand when they’re in the hands of their caretaker and not. Loved and used. Pal was with his person and his head dropped to Moses’s eye level. Years in the barn with her sister and now Moses taught Lillie that Pal’s adrenaline had calmed. Lloyd knew it too. Called out, “Hosey!” and of course “Daddy’s hosey!” and in the comfort of the backstretch no one corrected him. Instead, Moses reached for his son and plopped Lloyd in the saddle. Lloyd squealed with his snaggletooth grin and Moses pulled Lillie to his hip, and the photographer captured the sweet moment.

			Moses held his son on Pal’s back all the way to the stables. Lillie hadn’t signed up for that much adventure but what a far cry from their early days trying to convince Moses to have a child, or else what all was this for?—she’d ask, pointing to them and the horses. And Moses would shrug: Me. You. You for me.

			“How you light me up. And horses for me: I don’t know another way to be in this world. Having a kid don’t automatically mean they gone want what you gave ’em. My grandaddy said his daddy tried to give him whatever he had when they ain’t had nothing to own, so he gave him the fields, working the earth, had said knowing dirt under your fingernails an’ how to make food from it an’ you won’t know hunger a day in your life, an’ my grandaddy said he wanted to know how far a landscape will take you from a horse’s back.”

			Lillie didn’t know what changed but she wasn’t going to stop it, even if it terrified her in that moment: her two-year-old son on the back of a two-year-old stallion. But the smile on her husband’s face. The echo of her son’s calls of excitement quieted the unease in her heart, and she knew they all were where they needed to be, and that nature finds a way to push the timeline of your life forward. Moses had made a replica of himself, a mirror. A place to store and find some joy.

			

			 

			 

			It was the inherited love, the inquisitiveness, the desire pulling him like a sapling to sunlight, that kept Lloyd at the barn year after year. Sure, school would be starting back soon, and the freak snowstorm of 1948 delayed that return
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