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Sylvia Marshall had been collecting miniature horses since she was a child.  Now, about to turn thirty, she had amassed over four hundred.  That was surely no record-breaking statistic, but in her tiny south St. Louis two-room apartment, it could be overwhelming for visitors, who were hard-pressed to find a place to sit where they could rest a coffee cup nearby.  Sylvia loved her horses more than her visitors and still continued to search flea markets, thrift shops, and even eBay to add to her collection as her meager budget would permit.  

She dusted them regularly, although she might forget to vacuum or do the dishes.  Attending to her own appearance often showed signs of neglect as well.  People attend to the things that are important to them, and Sylvia did not care about appearances.  She had a natural beauty, so her simple ponytail and drab-colored shirts with jeans or khakis worked surprisingly well for her.  Her charcoal gray eyes were fringed with thick dark lashes, and her light ash-brown hair was almost blond.  She had full lips and mouth, which seemed almost too large when she was a child, and other kids had called her “horse face,” which she’d considered a compliment, even though she knew it wasn't meant to be, until she got a little older and became very self-conscious about it—about every aspect of her physical features.  She thought her face was too long, her jaws too square, her nose too straight.  Secretly, sometimes she longed for a cute, up-turned nose but never seriously enough to consider surgery.  She had attended a religious, private, all-girl school where she wore a uniform.  Not only did she never learn about fashion, but she learned to abhor even considering such nonsense.  Her studies were what was important to her—and horses.

It had been her childhood dream to own a horse of her own, but it was one she had abandoned as impossible long ago.  Her father had told her it was impossible.  He hardly ever said no to her, so she had accepted it as an absolute.  Sylvia was an only child, and her father usually gave her everything she asked of him.  This was the one exception.  They lived in the city.  You could not have a horse in the city.  And that was that.

From the time Sylvia was five until her father died, she went with her family every weekend to their little clubhouse at Indian Foot Lake about thirty miles from their home in St. Louis.  Her parents owned a wholesale meat business and lived upstairs from the plant and office buildings.  That was the reason they had decided to invest in a vacation home, to escape the never-ending demands of her father's work.  He was always attending to last-minute orders, working on equipment repairs, or planning for some innovation or expansion to make improvements.  Their cabin was primitive, and that was exactly what they loved about it.  Well, that was what her mother loved about it, besides the fact that the valley prevented all possible cell phone reception.  They spent their time playing card games, making simple crafts, and cooking barbecues on an enormous pit her father had made from cinder blocks and bricks.  They often invited her aunts and uncles to stay for huge feasts provided by the family business. 

Sylvia's father began almost immediately making renovations to the primitive abode.  He installed a rain barrel to bring water into the kitchen sink so that they wouldn't have to carry heavy containers of water from the spring at the bottom of the hill.  It wasn't suitable for drinking, but for washing dishes and hair, the rain water at the sink was perfect.  He built a patio, screened in the porch, and tore out some walls to create an open-concept living area even before it had become a concept in the decorating world.  Sylvia's mother did not object to her husband, Joe, working on such projects because she could see he enjoyed himself, and this kind of work did not put stress lines around his eyes as the meat business did. 

Their neighbors across the road and next to the lake had half a dozen ponies.  They provided rides for the children on occasional weekends at the lake.  Sylvia was about seven when her enthusiasm for the ponies impressed the owners enough to take her on as a junior apprentice.  They taught her to care for the ponies and to ride them.  She arose early on Saturdays to hike over to Mr. Devine's barn and begin chores like letting the ponies out into the field to graze, cleaning the stalls, and filling the water troughs with fresh water.

There was a special pony, of course, a large mixed breed black-and-white pinto that was almost as large as a small horse.  His name was Nippy, which Sylvia could not understand because he never nipped her or anyone else as far as she could tell.  Mr. Devine said that he was temperamental with most people but that for some reason the animal had just picked her out as his special friend.  He showed signs of missing her when she went back to the city during the week, and Sylvia missed him, too.

Sometimes, when Sylvia was swimming in the lake, she saw Nippy in the field and instantly wanted to be with him.  No one had told her she couldn't, so Sylvia would slip out of the water, walk barefoot over to the barbed-wire fence, and crawl under it to join her beloved in the field.  He would see her and run to her.  She would climb onto his bare back and lay sprawled over his body with her arms and legs dangling at his sides while he casually chomped on grass.  She loved the smell of horse hair warmed by the sun, and she often dozed as he moved slowly and gently through the choice brush so as not to disturb her.  Perhaps he liked the feel of a wet swimming suit dripping down his back in the heat of the day.  Sylvia's long, ash-blond braids dried against his sides and absorbed the smells of the horseflesh on which they laid so she could inhale the memories of the day as she fell asleep that night.  She could do that, provided her mother did not force her to wash her hair before bedtime.  Yes, she did smell like a barn when she came home from the Devines', and there was no problem with that as far as Sylvia could understand.

Once, when Sylvia spotted Nippy in the field from where she leisurely swam back and forth from the shore to the wooden platform anchored to the lake bottom, she was surprised to see he was wearing a bridle and saddle.  It excited her that she would be able to see how fast Nippy could go with the help of a saddle.  She concluded that Mr. Devine must have taken the ponies to an event, probably the Herculaneum town fair being held that weekend.  Picnics, carnivals, parties, and the like provided income to sustain the little farm and homestead of which Mr. Devine was very proud.  When Sylvia arrived at Nippy's side, she could see the trailer parked at the stable door, confirming her idea that they had just returned from an outing.  Nippy had broken loose from the other ponies to munch on his favorite forage, and probably to see if Sylvia happened to be near. 

“Let's see how fast we can go, Nippy,” Sylvia said to her steed with innocent excitement through the heavy breathing from running to see him.  He quivered in anticipation, understanding perhaps not what she was saying with words, but that her foot was already in the stirrup as she spoke.  He enjoyed running with her on his back, especially if they went into the cool and shady woods where she always let him have the lead.  They would stroll through the shallow stream, Nippy cooling his hooves and feeling the soft mud cling to the bottoms.  It was like having the comfort of a loving master combined with ample freedom to move according to the pull of his heartstrings.  He could roam through flowering greenery, munching on grasses cool and moist to the palate from the shade of the overhanging trees.  He could pull vines from low-hanging branches.  He could drink flowing water that babbled while singing birds filled the air with music.  These were pleasures that all beings could share without the benefit of a common language.

On this day, Sylvia was eager for a fast run through the field before turning into the opening of the woods.  But she was too young and inexperienced at riding to know that it wasn't wise to attempt such a feat barefoot and in a wet bathing suit.  Surely, Mr. Devine would have advised her if he had ever imagined that she would attempt such an antic.  Even Nippy, if he had had any sense of logistics, would have warned Sylvia.  But he was always happy to run if she asked him to run.  

Her plan was to gallop the circumference of the field along the fence line, reaching full speed at the midway point, then slow down before approaching the wooded area.  After a very brief time in the saddle, Sylvia's wet slippery foot came out of the stirrup.  When she tried desperately to replace it, her other foot came out as well.  Having no leverage and limited riding abilities, Sylvia quickly slid from the saddle and landed sideways into the barbed-wire fence. 

The sharp points cut into her flesh with piercing pain and bleeding, but the fence had actually braced her fall to the ground, leaving her not seriously hurt.  She crawled out onto the grass and was soon comforted by horse kisses, as Nippy turned around and came to her once he felt his load had lightened considerably.  Sylvia slowly rose to her feet and remounted, with blood, bruises, and wounded pride.  Inexplicably, her foremost thoughts were those of embarrassment, hoping above all, that neither Mr. Devine nor his irritating son, Greg, had seen her bumbling idiotic performance.  She worried that they would think her not a good enough rider to be given the kind of liberties with Nippy as they had gradually permitted.  It even crossed her mind that they might fear her father's anger, that he might sue them if she had been hurt.  She decided to take Nippy to the barn, remove his saddle and gear, then go home and change into riding clothes, which would cover her injuries.

When Sylvia got inside the darkness of the stable, she was immediately greeted by Mr. Devine's low, serious voice followed by Greg's sanctimonious snicker.  He was five years her senior, and she endured his juvenile pranks because he taught her so much about horses—not just how to care for them, but how they think and communicate.  Hearing him laugh at her almost led her to believe this situation was not so serious.

“We seen ya fall off the horse,” he stated, so she could forget about avoiding the issue.

“I'm okay,” she assured him.  “No more riding after swimming for me,” she joked.  “I promise.  Do you want me to put Nippy back in the field or in his stall?”

“He's probably had enough excitement for one day,” Mr. Devine teased.  “Maybe you could come back later in the afternoon and take him out for a while—after you get some clothes on.”

Sylvia beamed with joy—at the invitation to ride Nippy again, at his calm acceptance of her huge blunder, and at the sense of being given permission to continue her relationship with the horse she loved so much.

Such were Sylvia's summers.  During the winter months, she longed to see Nippy, and she begged her father to buy him for her.  But that was never to be.  His refusal to give in made her think it inevitable that she could never live in the country, that she could never own a horse, and that her future of life in the city had been engraved into her own private book of life.

But now, grown and surviving a life in her dismal apartment, with her boring library job, and her parentless, nearly friendless existence, Sylvia began to survey the classified section of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, looking for garage sales.  Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open when she saw the ad for Indian Foot Lake.  It was for sale.  She wondered if Mr. Devine and his son, Greg, still lived next door.

Sylvia dialed the listing agent and set up an appointment to see Indian Foot Lake once again.

“Why don't you come to my office, and I'll drive us over to the property,” Ms. Dee Avery pressed.

“Oh, I can meet you there,” Sylvia insisted.  “I know exactly where it is since my family had a clubhouse there when I was a child.”

“But things have changed,” Ms. Avery tried to insist.

“I looked it up on MapQuest,” Sylvia threw back at her.  “I assure you, I can find the place.  Afterwards, I want to walk around a little, see our old cabin, and maybe see if the old neighbors are still around.”

“That is just not protocol, I'm afraid.”

“Is it illegal?”

“No.”

“Well, then, I'll meet you at Indian Foot Lake on Saturday about three o'clock.”

And that was that.

It was a crazy idea.  But due to her frugal lifestyle and a fairly good salary working at the state archives, Sylvia had accumulated a nice savings account.  She could afford to pay almost half the asking price in a down payment.  There were considerations, however.  She would need to give up her job if she planned to live there.  It wasn't likely that the income provided by the swimming, fishing, and camping would be enough to make the payments.  Another problem was that she had no experience in operating such a facility, and obviously the present owners were not able to make a go of it.

In the late 1980s Indian Foot Lake was owned by the Krafts.  They were an elderly couple even back then, so by this time they had to have died or they would have been over a hundred years old.  The property had been in the family for generations, so the Krafts did not have a mortgage, and their needs were simple.  So are mine, thought Sylvia.  Perhaps their children are selling it, she assumed, thinking that the son and daughter would split the proceeds from the estate.  She had only met them a few times since they lived a great distance from Missouri and only visited occasionally.  

Ms. Avery had warned her to expect the place to be much smaller.  When she expressed her confusion, Ms. Avery told her that everything seemed larger to us as children.  Sylvia recognized the logic in that as well as the fact that her expectations might be leaning to the nostalgic side.  Her emotions were drawing her to a place where her life was much happier.  It would be so good to recapture some of that childhood bliss.  She wondered why, if the thought of a walk in the woods could have done so much to lift her spirits, she had never considered moving to the country.  Lack of jobs?  Not knowing anyone?  That did not seem deterrent enough.  It was her father telling her it couldn't be done.  Their home was in the city, their business was in the city, and their life was in the city.  And that was that.

She arrived a little early, dressed in jeans and brown leather boots, ready for a trek in the woods.  Her long ashen hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, her hooded parka, and a pair of work gloves sticking out from her back pocket made her appear more ready to go on a hike than discuss a real estate proposal.  A chain blocked the gravel road that led to the lakefront and old concession area.  Sylvia waited patiently and gazed toward the valley where her parents’ clubhouse had been.  She barely could see it in the distance, and it thrilled her heart to know it was still standing.  Then she felt another kind of thrill to her heart as she viewed a pinto pony grazing the field next to the lake property.  Her hand actually reached for the ignition to make a detour toward the next gravel road.  But a dark compact car marked with the C & G real estate logo pulled next to her.  After her viewing of the property, she would go see if that could actually be Nippy.  He would be nearly thirty years old, and she wasn't sure how long the life span for a horse could be.  If it wasn’t him, she thought, it must surely be his offspring.

Ms. Avery unlocked the padlock on the chain and motioned for Sylvia to pull forward.  When she reached the agent's side, Ms. Avery told her to drive down to the building ahead and that she would follow.

“Ms. Avery,” Sylvia asked, rolling down her window.  “Do you happen to know how long a horse can live?”

“Uhhh,” she hesitated, beginning to doubt this client's sanity, “about forty years, I think.”  Before she could ask why Sylvia had asked such a question, she had been thanked, and the old VW's fat red taillights were moving down the road in a trail of brown particulate matter.  Ms. Avery shook her head.

The concession stand slash restaurant slash dance parlor appeared to not have been painted since she had last been there.  Everything inside was layered with gray dust.  But the old jukebox still stood in the large screened patio, which had weathered its share of downpours through a leaking roof.  It still held 45 rpm records from an era only a decade ago.  Someone had tried to make a go of the place during the time she had been away.  The lake appeared polluted, and the sandy beach was littered with broken branches and leaves.  She could see the remnants of picnic tables and a lifeguard stand all splintered and with peeling paint.

“Are any of the cabins occupied?” she asked Ms. Avery.

“No, they're not.  I've been told they don't pass code anymore due to bad wiring and other serious structural damages.  I'm told they are beyond salvaging.  They will need to be torn down if there are any plans to keep this as a campground or anything else involving the public, for that matter.  The buildings are considered dangerous.”

“Does the refrigeration still work and the cooking equipment?” Sylvia asked, not sure if she even knew what she might be considering.

“It was operational just a year ago, when the owner and his wife had a little snack shop here.”

“Did it go out of business?  Why did it close?”

“The owner's wife got cancer, and without her, he just gave up on it, I think,” Ms. Avery replied.  “That and the economy didn't help, I'm sure.  The townspeople are not going to drive out here to eat a meal when there are plenty of failing restaurants close by.  Are you thinking about having a food business way out here?  Are you a cook?  Or did you just want an investment?”

“Is their name Kraft?” she had to ask, ignoring the myriad of other questions put before her.

“It isn't,” she said quickly, “and I must tell you that it wouldn't be ethical for me to disclose the name of my client until an offer is made.  Are you serious about purchasing this property at all?”

Sylvia was trying to remember the Kraft's daughter's married name, but she was just too young to pay attention back then.  

“I'd like to go sit under that tree by the edge of the lake for a while and then walk over to the cabin where I used to stay on weekends when I was a child,” Sylvia stated.

“I cannot permit that,” Ms. Avery said.  “Neither the owner nor my company can afford that liability.  If you are not considering buying this place, then this is really a waste of my time.”

“I am considering buying this property,” said Sylvia, raising her voice in protest.  “I'm not sure what I would do with it exactly, but I know I would love to have it.”

“I'm sorry,” she answered, not sounding sorry, “but I must have misunderstood you.  Would you like to make an offer?  The owner is likely to accept much less than the asking price.  He has enormous hospital bills and a funeral to pay off.”

“That's a terrible thought,” said Sylvia, shaking her head in disbelief at the callousness she had just witnessed. “I have a lot to consider, ideas to work through, and I definitely want to see that cabin, sit under that tree—and maybe even swim in the lake before I sign any papers.” 

Ms. Avery was stunned.  Not only had she not been prepared for such a confrontation, but she was perplexed as to what to do.  The owner surely did not want strangers wandering all over the place.

“You can rest assured, Ms. Avery, that I am not going to get hurt.  And if I did get hurt, I have insurance.  I promise I will not sue anyone.”

“You win, Miss Marshall,” she finally conceded.  “Please do not stay long, and please lock the chain across the road when you leave.  You have my card.  Call me when and if you are ready to make an offer.”

When the agent was almost to her car and out of hearing distance, she groaned under her breath, “What a difficult woman!”

As soon as Ms. Avery left, Sylvia could not wait another instant to see if her beloved Nippy was the horse she spotted, so off she headed down the trail to the neighbors.

A tall man peered at her from behind a screen door as she walked up the front porch steps.  Sylvia was taken aback by this, wondering if new owners had moved in and neglected to change the name on the mailbox.  He looked confused and not pleased at all by her presence on his doorstep.  She knew that look.  It had been directed toward her many times when she went into
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