


  CHAPTER ONE


  The Stallion


  Melinda Roth


  THE STALLION PACED THROUGH THE SNOW IN THE FRONT YARD and snorted threats that jetted sulfuric clouds from his nostrils. At the end of each lap, which spanned the length of the front porch, he pawed the ground, arched his neck, and shook his head with the apparent intent of extracting revenge for every injustice done to any wild horse that ever roamed the plains and ended up stuck on a farm in the northern Midwest with a middle-aged woman who didn’t like horses and was late for work.


  I peered around the edge of the living room curtain and pulled it up to just below my eyes so he couldn’t see my face. As the stallion carved his warpath through the snow, a gust of wind lifted his mane and exposed the government tattoo on his neck, which legally branded him my captive, and his eyes, which expressed independent notions to the contrary. On many occasions over the past several months I told him he was free to leave, “Take our road south to the next road, turn west, and keep going until you reach Montana.” But for some reason, perhaps as part of his grand plan of vengeance against the Bureau of Land Management’s Wild Mustang Relocation Program, or because there’d be no one to feed him along the way, the Mustang stayed.


  “I have nothing to do with the Bureau of Land Management,” I whispered to him after reading a book about horse whisperers. “I am innocent.” But the Mustang curled his upper lip in disgust, and when he realized I had no peppermints, took a swipe at my scalp as well.


  I lowered the curtain away from my eyes as another blast of wind roared in from across the northern fields and bullied an old metal bell once used to call in men for dinner that now clanged like a helpless idiot.


  In the few short months I’d lived on the farm, I’d grown to hate the bell, which every visitor felt compelled to pull and, which when pulled sent sledgehammer-against-oil-drum clangs across the entire county. Just the week before, when the FedEx driver delivered two books, Horses for Dummies and Why Bad Things Happen to Good People, and pulled the bell’s chain to announce his presence, I yanked a piece of paper out of the computer printer, grabbed a tube of lipstick, and scratched do not touch in big red letters followed by a gruesome smiley face with an upside-down, zigzagged smile. I duct-taped the sign to the bell’s chain.


  That might have solved at least one of my problems had not that morning’s wind—the one that now blew cyclones of snow dust up and around the Mustang’s pacing legs—ripped the sign off the chain, duct tape and all, and flung it straight onto the stallion’s side rump, where it stuck: do not touch followed by a lurid smiley face. I didn’t need Secrets of the Horse Whisperers to interpret his point.


  Had I the luxury, I’d just wait it out, wait for a cat or a snowmobiler or a lost driver looking for directions upon whom he could vent his rage, but I’d clocked in late to my new job five of the twelve days I’d worked there and had no coherent excuses left. I was out of time.


  I tiptoed to the front door window to scope things out from a different perspective, but when the Mustang saw my face through the glass, he trotted to the foot of the porch steps, where he stood and stared back up at me. Slowly, methodically, never taking his eyes from the door and apparently oblivious to the smiley face stuck to his butt, he pawed a hole in the snow with his hoof.


  What did he want from me anyway?


  Maybe he was just after Dustin, whom I’d turn over gladly. But my son’s best friend—an aeronautical engineering student—was cocooned upstairs in a world of logarithms, correlations, and exponential probabilities (video poker) and wouldn’t hear me if I called. Besides, even though he took thirty-minute showers, spent precious workable hours on the phone with his girlfriend, and had no apparent aptitude for shoveling snow, repairing fences, or hauling horse manure to the ever-growing muck pile, which he referred to as the “equine excrement mass,” I couldn’t very well sacrifice him to the animal on the lawn without guilt of the heavy scale-tipping type plaguing me for the rest of my life.


  Through the frost on the glass I saw the garage where my car sat and the fifty yards of unplowed snow between it and me. Even if Dustin had cleared a path with the ergonomic, cushioned-grip snow shovel I bought at Farm & Fleet instead of sprinkling salt pellets (which he claimed worked just as well as shoveling, because they helped the snow reach its freezing point depression more quickly by changing its colligative properties but which in reality sank in the twelve inches of snow like lead bombs and did nothing), I still couldn’t outrun the stallion to the garage.


  I couldn’t outrun him. I could, however, outthink him. At least that’s what the complex and growing thickets of horse whispering, horse training, and horse management books—strewn across the kitchen table and living room floor like self-help books after a bad breakup—said. Horses have hooves, but people have brains. That’s what they said. So all I had to do was . . . think of something.


  “You’ll never outthink a horse like that,” Irene would tell me several months later, during the spring when she first visited the farm and shot me fairly continual looks of suspicion as she took in the scene—the holes in the barn walls splattered with dry blood, the dented metal stock gates held shut with barbed wire, the electric fences strung chaotically across the property like the poorly planned perimeter of a penal colony.


  “He’s not like other horses. He was born in the wild. He was raised in the wild. And then he’s captured and beaten by people who don’t understand why he can’t understand what’s happening to him. . . .” Irene paused, shaded her eyes, and looked toward the driveway. “Are those . . . ,” she squinted, “. . . goats on my truck?”


  They were, two pygmies bought after reading a book about controlling uncontrollable horses, which suggested that the poorly behaved horse might only need a few friends but didn’t explain what to do with the friends if the poorly behaved horse tried to kill them.


  The book also did little toward explaining what to do with all of the Mustang’s other friends, the ones who came with him originally—the geese and chickens, the ewes, the two sets of triplet lambs, the rams, the pregnant mare, the dirty pony, the white stallion, and the two-year-old stallion, the “other stallion,” as I called him—or how to explain to visiting dignitaries, such as Irene or the long string of veterinarians or the McHenry County Animal Control officers or the Woodstock Police, who they all were and how they all got there in the first place.


  Eventually I would learn to wave my hand dismissively and say, “It’s a long story.” But in the beginning, back when the damage unfurled and the books piled up and the escape routes dwindled doing a real number on my logic, back then, I usually started out with, “I only moved here to write a novel . . .”


  I rested my forehead against the cold glass of the front door window and let my breath fog a curtain between the Mustang and me. As my finger traced t-h-i-n-k in the condensation, half-formed sentences of any value from the books pushed through my brain at about the same velocity as escaped convicts through waist-high swamp water . . . don’t show your fear . . . assert your authority . . . be the herd leader . . . all of which might have applied were I still a political press secretary facing skeptical media but none of which remotely applied to my current status as hostage to a horse.


  I exhaled over t-h-i-n-k and wrote t-h-i-n-k-!-!-! . . . learn their language . . . know what they’re thinking . . . forge a partnership . . . again, all foreign concepts to a would-be novelist who only wanted to get away from it all and ended up overseeing a blood-thirsty horse with unrestricted access to her lawn instead.


  Bloodthirsty or otherwise, he was beautiful, and were he the subject of a Raphael portrait—a Baroque chiaroscuro of a dark bay horse contrasted against white snow, dramatically lit from an unseen, divine source and titled Animal with Smiley Face—I might have appreciated his form and so-called function a little more than I did as he stood there like a four-legged assassin blocking the way between me and a paycheck.


  But there was more than that. More than the aggressive stance and muscled elegance of a wild stallion who disappeared from the mountains leaving no forwarding address. There were also . . . I rubbed a circle in the frost with my fingertips and looked out . . . the scars, the quarter moon bite marks from the competing stallions of his youth and the newer lines from ropes, twitches, chains, barbed wire, and rubber hoses caused by humans that crisscrossed his body like pick-up sticks.


  And the tattoo. The strange white string of symbols branded on his neck by the BLM after his capture, which when interpreted meant EL FINAL to his life in the wild.


  And the eyes. The haunted eyes. What they looked for, what they couldn’t find, and reflections still in them of a herd he once knew.


  Slowly, with the despondency of one condemned, I gave a final blow to the glass to blot it all out, and I wrote my final essay on the window, g-o a-w-a-y, in reverse with hopes as plausible as anything else that had happened to me since I moved to the farm, that the Mustang could read.


  That’s when the smell of smoke returned again—as it would more than once that winter. It came in waves, in and out, here and gone, when things got tough and the scenery turned bad. Maybe I just imagined the smoke when I smelled it, and maybe I smelled it after the facts as a form of confirmation. But I almost believed then as I almost believe to this day, that I smelled the smoke before everything happened, like an omen or a premonition or an ongoing call to arms.


  I first smelled the smoke as I stood in the driveway of the farmhouse on top of a hill in McHenry County in Northern Illinois that was, according to the man who leased it to me one month before, the highest point in all of Northern Illinois. As such, it took the brunt of the northwesterly winds that blew in off the pastures during autumn and brought with them dried corn husks, empty fertilizer bags, no hunting signs, and the shorn remnants of store receipts and newspaper pages from as far away as the Arctic Circle that now whipped in eddies around my feet and flew up into my face.


  I wondered where the smell of smoke came from as I watched a black pickup truck at the base of the hill rumble up the driveway toward me. It was huge, nearly the size of an armored tank, and the sound of a potent engine or broken muffler, I didn’t know which, rolled its way up before the truck itself ever did.


  As I held my breath and willed it away, Dustin called from the porch through cupped hands, “Who is it?” with the hope of an island castaway at the sighting of a ship.


  I looked up at the porch and shrugged. Unlike my twenty-three-year-old boarder, I didn’t want visitors. I especially didn’t want visitors who were neighbors and would ask questions about who I was, where I came from, and why I was here in the first place.


  The truck prowled toward me anyway, upward along a rotted wood fence surrounding a field of weeds, crumbling stone silos, and a dairy barn the size of an abandoned city cathedral whose wooden frame tilted from its stone foundation as if pushed by the finger of a god.


  Like almost every building on the property, the barn was on life support. White paint peeled from the clapboards. The remnants of loose gutters banged along the roofline. Opaque plastic sheets that billowed in and out with the late-October wind covered gutted windows. To its north a dented metal machine shed butted up against an older wooden shed with a caved-in roof that butted up against an old outhouse with its door hanging loose on one hinge. To the west, a slatted corncrib filled with tractor parts and barbed wire moaned with every gust of wind, as did the skeletal remains of a long-abandoned chicken house. The only thing still breathing on its own was the house on top of the hill as big and white and square and solid as a head nurse with hands on hips. It looked down on everything, kept watch on everything.


  The sound of the truck startled two crows out of a large cupola balanced precariously on the barn’s roof, and when I looked up, I saw tight black tendrils of smoke that unwound in the distance like loose braids as they reached the sky. I couldn’t tell how far away the smoke was, but it didn’t matter because I judged the distance with satisfaction as I judged every other distance here on the farm: somewhere between me and everyone else.


  When I first visited the farm, the estate agent dredged up every environmental hazard from The Grapes of Wrath to The Wizard of Oz to convince me how isolated it was. “Specially bad in winter,” he said. “Lotta tree limbs down. Roof shingles fly off. Lose power at least once a month, and with the wind chills down below zero, well,” he shook his head as if confirming a death, “it gets cold as hell when the power goes off.”


  His attempt to vilify winter came after a long list of seasonal details including torrential downpours that drowned small animals, tornadoes that whirled barns and cows through the sky, and droughts that dried up wells, fields, and men’s spirits alike. Snowdrifts. Lightning strikes. Burr plants that ate you alive. Skunks and possums that roamed the night in gangs and barn rats that would upend a truck if they got a notion there was any food in it. “You afraid of bugs?” he asked and then shook his head as if it was too horrible to mention but then did anyway and ticked off beetles, mosquitoes, crickets, grasshoppers, dragonflies, and caterpillars that crawled up your pants legs. There were spiders as big as tarantulas in the basement and centipedes as long as your arm in the drains and mice in the walls and squirrels in the chimney, and they all had it in for you, and they all had rabies.


  “Ever use well water?”


  I shook my head.


  “Well then.” He raised his eyebrow and leaned his head back. “Let me tell you how orange it will turn your blonde hair then.”


  It didn’t matter. The farm was exactly what I wanted—a refuge from everyone else—and when I left that afternoon, I clutched the hard-won lease to my chest like a briefcase full of money.


  “Who is it?” Dustin called down again from the porch through the wind.


  I shrugged, and as the truck plowed through a pile of wind-blown leaves and made the last upward bend in the drive, I clenched my jaws and waited.


  By profession, I was a political press secretary. By intent, I was a professional liar. And after years of skirting the Golden Rule, after the speeches and the fundraisers and the late-night calls from frantic bosses, after missing the birthdays and graduations of my three children and then sending interns out to buy presents, after the backbends, breakups, breakdowns, and finally, finally, the sale of a well-received nonfiction book, which let me leave it all behind, at least for a while, the farm’s for rent advertisement on the Internet and the solitude it promised looked like an attempt at communication from the Good & Great Upstairs.


  I chose Northern Illinois, because my three children went to college here and settled in Chicago, and I wanted to make up for lost time. I chose McHenry County, because it was two squares away on the map from the city and had a nice shape. I chose the town of Woodstock, because I liked the name, and I chose this farm, because it was the only one for rent that I could find.


  It was a good choice, too, because there was no cell phone service in most parts of the house, so I didn’t have to return any calls, and there was no way to answer e-mails with only a dial-up connection. People who needed to get in touch with me resorted to sending letters in the mail, a registered letter in the case of one particularly needy friend whose husband was having an affair, and even then reception was iffy, because no one, including the post office, seemed to know exactly where McHenry County, Illinois, was. I could have listed my address as “Somewhere up by the Wisconsin border” and gotten more mail.


  “I don’t get it,” Robert said in one of his late-night calls to me after I’d moved in. “Explain this to me again.”


  “I already did a thousand times.” 


  “Yeah, but I still don’t get it. You live on a . . . farm.”


  Robert, a contract lobbyist I’d been seeing before I left, said the word farm as if it was a foreign place with a foreign name that had no slot in his vocabulary.


  “It’s only for a year. Just until I write the book. Then I’ll be back.”


  “Yeah, but a . . . farm?”


  It was a conversation that repeated itself over and over again. Whenever Robert called—and I happened to be in a part of the house that picked up service and I happened to decide to pick up the phone—the same words came out of our mouths like lines in a script. And it wasn’t just Robert. Everyone I knew, even those who knew me best, including my parents, my kids, and my best friend from high school, asked, “Yeah, but a . . . farm?” as if I’d had some kind of nervous breakdown.


  Which, I guess, I had. But it was well deserved. A person could lie to the public, ignore their families, and deceive their lovers for their entire lives, but they couldn’t get away with perjuring themselves for very long without cracking up just a bit. And besides, I asked myself, who wouldn’t escape their lives and all of their responsibilities for a year if given the chance? So after a while, when I grew tired of explaining, I just stopped answering the phone.


  For Dustin, my son’s childhood friend and now my twenty-three-year-old resident, things were different. When I invited him to join me on the farm—rent in exchange for chores—he assured me the isolation wouldn’t bother him and suggested the peace and quiet would help him finish his résumé. For him, the farm was only a short-term layover between college and career, and the state of physical and mental solitude, otherwise known as being without broadband, only a temporary inconvenience. What he didn’t realize, at least until after the first week, was that the only reliable way to communicate with the outside world was through smoke signals.


  If he wanted to talk with his girlfriend, he had to take his cell to the only place that got absolute reception, which was, rain or shine, out the front door, down the hill of the yard, across the fence of the front paddock area, to the southeast corner of the northwest quadrant of the westernmost pasture on the property—where he had to stand between two large black walnut trees that dropped their loads like dive bombers. If there was strong wind or rain, he made the extra trip to the back end of the dairy barn. If there was lightning or a tornado, he drove into town.


  So that morning, as the truck prowled around the last bend in the drive and I braced myself for an intruder, Dustin sensed a live human being besides me to talk to and bounded down the stairs from the porch to greet him.


  “Name’s Lenny,” the man said as he bent down, picked up an empty cigarette box the wind brought in, crushed it in the palm of his hand, and thrust it into his coat pocket. It was made of canvas, the coat, like a winter sailboat cover, only streaked with dirt and paint and worn down in spots to sheen. A clump of burrs hung from the wrist, and he plucked them off without wincing. “Live just up the road.”


  He was robust, sunburned, and weathered for his fifty-or-so years. His John Deere cap sat at a serious angle, low and straight across his brow line rather than pushed back to the top of his head, and when his hand enveloped mine in a pumice-stone grip and I gave him a counterfeit smile, he didn’t bother returning it.


  “We just moved here,” Dustin said with an enthusiasm usually reserved for those just released from a solitary, well-padded confinement.


  Lenny nodded and glanced over at Dustin’s old car plastered with bumper-sticker wisdom from John Lennon, Bob Marley, and Che Guevara: imagine world peace, a post-Katrina make levees not war, and somewhere in Texas a village is missing its idiot.


  “Figured that,” he said and then grunted, which was a mistake on his part, because Dustin took it as an attempt at political discourse and lunged at the chance to make a new friend.


  “Do you grow corn?”


  Lenny’s eyes swerved away from the car to Dustin’s expectant face. “No.”


  “Because I saw this thing on the Discovery Channel about the thermodynamics of the corn-ethanol biofuel cycle and about how the fossil fuel energy used to produce it is actually more than the biofuel’s calorific value. So I was thinking that if you raised corn for ethanol, you’d, you know, definitely be wasting your time.”


  “Well, I don’t.”


  Dustin nodded. “But I guess you don’t. So . . . I guess . . . that’s good.”


  “I raise cattle,” Lenny said, getting right to his point, “and I came round to see if you’d be interested in renting me your two back pastures for hay, and if you’re not using that front paddock,” he turned and nodded down toward the fenced-in area of weeds adjacent to the barn, “I’ll rent that from you for two of my heifers.”


  I stared up at him for more explanation.


  He stared back and waited for an answer.


  “Heifers?” I finally said as I frantically searched my vocabulary for the word and came up blank.


  “Yup.”


  I snuck a peek at Dustin, who shrugged, and when Lenny caught the exchange, he grinned half-cocked as if he suddenly found himself on familiar ground. He pushed the John Deere cap to the back of his head and leaned against the truck with hand on hip in a pose of nonchalance. It was a posture I recognized immediately, one that politicians and lobbyists assumed when they wanted to make a deal but didn’t want to seem too eager, and I realized that Lenny mistook our confusion about the word heifers as collusion about what to charge for rent.


  He swiveled his head toward the back of the truck and spit. When he turned his head back, his gaze was level and the grin was gone.


  “I’ll pay you what I paid the last tenant.”


  “Heifers,” I said again, because I still didn’t know what they were and didn’t know what else to say.


  He nodded slowly, “Yup,” and looked out over the back pasture as if getting bored—another well-known tactic of deal makers. “Two of ’em.”


  “Two of ’em,” I repeated as I stalled for time hoping a definition might make some kind of grand entrance. When it didn’t, I felt a familiar tic start tapping in my left eye.


  It occurred to me when the tic started that this wasn’t a public negotiation about corporate tax breaks or a backroom deal about pension funds. There were no schedules to check, no party lines to adhere to, not one, single, soul-sucking agenda to consider. There weren’t any lawyers or lobbyists twisting wrists to check watches: there probably wasn’t even a suit, a gold watch, or a pair of wing-tips within fifty miles. No one needed an answer from me except a sunburned farmer in muddy boots who only wanted to put two things called “heifers” in my yard.


  But the thing about escaping stress is that it takes time to readjust, and your brain, which wants nothing to do with the word heifers bows with outstretched arms to the rest of your body and says, “Be my guest,” out of sheer habit. And there you are, alone in a mindless body that can’t handle this kind of responsibility, which as I’d learned from reading dozens of books about anxiety disorders and panic attacks, is the second thing about stress that damages your case most in the end: It convinces your brain—both left side and right—that you, its vessel, its whole reason for being, is incapable of handling the job. Instead, it sneaks out the backdoor, backpack stuffed with valuables, and leaves no forwarding address.


  What was a heifer? An overweight woman was the best I could come up with, and just before the left side of my brain followed the right side out the door, it warned me not to let on.


  I looked up so Lenny wouldn’t see the tic hammering away in my eye and noticed the smoke again above the roofline of the barn, drifting now, indifferent, lazy in the way that it wandered with no place to go and all the time it needed to get there.


  As an arrow of southbound geese flew just beyond the smoke’s reach, it occurred to me that when I was this far away from the city, there were very few horizons. In the city, the landscape ended at the next building, the next corner, the next person walking toward me whom I had to avoid. It made me feel vulnerable. It made me feel trapped. There was no way to see where I was going. But here, when I looked up at the sky or out at the fields, I looked at distances that might take days to reach. Even at night I gazed out at millions of stars and beyond them a million more until I realized everything was reversed, that instead of looking out over land with a distant horizon, I looked at a place with no horizon at all.


  And somehow that made me feel safe.


  I looked back at Lenny. The answer to his question was simple. For the first time in a long time I didn’t have to strategize anything, because for the first time in a long time there wasn’t anything to strategize about. Everything I needed to see I could see. This man didn’t care who I was, who I worked for, or whose ear I could bend. He kept direct eye contact and never once asked where I came from or how I made a living. He didn’t want to know about my children, my educational background, or which side of the aisle I stood on politically. It was almost too straightforward—a simple question that needed a simple answer—but he’d never stop by to chitchat over tea, and in the end, that’s all that really mattered to me.


  Finally, with the relief of someone who finds what she was frantically hunting for right in front of her, I shrugged and said, “Sure, why not,” and was surprised at how easy it was to do.


  He nodded, and when Dustin broached the next subject—did he raise soybeans?—Lenny turned to me and touched the brim of his cap.


  “I’ll bring ’em round tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll be going.”


  “Wait,” I said as he turned toward his truck, “was there a fire?” and pointed up to the smoke in the sky.


  Lenny followed my hand and then rested his own hand on the door of his truck.


  “Yeah. Barn fire. Last night.”


  “Was anyone hurt?”


  Lenny nodded and stared hard at the smoke. “Lost some sheep.”


  “Sheep?” Dustin’s eyes sparkled at the potential of another conversation, and he stepped into the shadow of the open truck door and rested his elbow proprietarily upon it. “I just saw a thing on the History Channel about how the sheep industry in the United States declined drastically after World War II because of wool-production subsidies and restrictions on grazing on public lands. Wow. Cool. I didn’t even know you raised sheep around here . . .”


  “We don’t.” Lenny dipped his head and looked at his boots. “They were more like . . . ,” he shrugged, “. . . pets.”


  I stared up at the smoke as I gave the difference between the death of pets and the death of livestock a respectable silence. Only now it was more than just smoke, now it was something a little too large, too raw, and too still alive to ingest: death and how it happened. My guess was that on farms like these it happened with a shrug.


  “Did he have any other animals?” I finally asked.


  “Yeah. Some of the sheep lived, and he’s got chickens and, I don’t know, some ducks or something. And horses. I think one of them is one of those wild mustangs that the government rounds up. I’ve seen the tattoo on his neck.”


  “I read something somewhere about those mustangs . . .” Dustin started.


  “What’s going to happen to them?” I interrupted.


  Lenny shrugged again. “Dunno. The guy’s Mexican or something, just moved here a couple of years ago and doesn’t speak that much English. All I know is that winter’s coming on, and he’s got a whole lot of animals and no barn to put them in.”


  “That’s too bad,” I said.


  “Yup, well. I don’t have any room in my barn for them, and all the other big barns in these parts are pretty much gone.”


  Lenny touched the brim of his cap again, and as he climbed into his truck, I realized he’d never turned off the ignition.


  After he rumbled down the drive and pulled out onto the road, I stood and watched the last of the smoke drift away. Half an hour before I would have thought about the smoke with satisfaction—my neighbor’s barn burned down, but it was far enough away that I didn’t have to worry and I hadn’t even noticed—but now as I stared up at the sky, I thought about dead sheep, the emotional proximity of tragedy, and a wild mustang with no barn to protect him from bad weather.


  My sister and I looked out from the hayloft across squares of gold October corn and winter wheat that lay like a hand-stitched quilt between my farm and my neighbor’s. From our vantage point we could see the black hull of the burned barn surrounded by sheep, horses, and a scattering of chickens and ducks all heads down grazing on brown lawn grass. In the front yard a woman pushed a small child in a tire swing. In the back a teenage boy filled buckets with water from a hose.


  “Look at that,” Susan said and pointed out to the neighbor’s back field, where two men—one young, one old—walked cautiously toward a horse who moved quickly back and forth along a fence line.


  The horse was brown with a black mane that seemed disproportionately thick and long to the rest of his body, and when he reached one invisible stopping point on the fence line and spun around to pace back toward another, it flew up and away from his neck like the tails of an opera coat snapped up by the wind. He seemed frantic, caught between threats on either side of him that only he could see, and several times he stopped midway along the fence and pranced in place as if trying to generate energy to jump. Only he couldn’t. Even from our distance we could see that his weakened state—the outlines of his ribs and the peaks of his hipbones—rendered him unable. After he reared in a half-hearted attempt, he returned to pacing.


  “Maybe,” Susan said, “you could help them.”


  I raised my eyebrows. My sister was hearing impaired, so much of my communication with her was visual. Her hearing loss began as a result of nerve damage when she was a child and deteriorated slowly over time, so because she grew up hearing, she could talk and learned to read lips and body language. “I mean, there’s plenty of room in here for a lot of animals,” she said as she turned and surveyed the deep space around us.


  The barn was big, as big as the city halls of most towns. On the first floor it held three ancient tractors, a pickup truck with twenty-year-old license plates, and at least ten decades’ worth of broken tools, outdated furniture, rusted lawn mowers, tangled rolls of barbed wire, doorless green refrigerators, buckets of used motor oil, hand-painted signs—eggs 4 sale, beef 4 sale, hay 4 sale—and other things gone useless.


  On the second floor, though, the hayloft opened up like a cathedral, and each time I’d gone up there, the light played so differently it looked like another place. It was architectural op art of open space and angled beams and soaring heights, and as Susan waved her hand around its majestic emptiness, bars of dust-filled sunlight surged in through the windows and onto dozens of bales of stacked hay.


  “Why not?” she asked.


  My eyebrows snapped down, and I stared at her in disbelief. From the moment she and her two kids arrived to spend the weekend on the farm and meet the new heifers, she’d been on the run from wild animals.


  “Why not?” I pointed to her small feet encased in my big boots and then out to the paddock where her own shoes, light-blue plastic garden clogs, stuck out of a pile of heifer manure.


  “Have you forgotten what happened out there?”


  Heifers, it turns out, are young female cows. I looked it up in the dictionary before Lenny brought them over, but when the “young female cows that haven’t produced calves and are under three years of age” arrived, and lumbered out of their trailer and into the paddock, I understood why Lenny spent that entire morning stringing electrified wire from one fence post to the other. They looked more like mythological incarnations of beasts from the afterlife than the fuzzy, wide-eyed innocents I imagined from the written definition. Where I expected large versions of brown-and-white cocker spaniels with brass bells tied around their necks, there stood two black rhinoceroses with plastic orange tags in their ears.


  “That’s them?” I asked as I backed away and into Dustin, who himself took large steps backward.


  “Yup,” Lenny said. “Black Angus.”


  “As in Black Angus burgers?”


  “Yup.”


  The enormous heads of the two creatures made slow passes back and forth to take in their surroundings. They were huge. They were whales on four pegs. The muscles in their necks must have weighed hundreds of pounds alone, and at one point, when they lifted their tails in unison, ten-pound meatloaves fell from their butts.


  As we stared with open mouths, one of the behemoths slowly stretched her neck up like an armored tank positioning a gun mount skyward and let out a sound so explosive, so passionate, so beyond anything anywhere close to a moo, that a cannon firing off right next to our ears would have gone completely unnoticed.


  AAAAHHHHHH-OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.


  Dustin reached the fence line two steps before me. He leaped off the ground like a professional hurdler with one leg stretched forward and the other cocked high behind him and would have cleared the thing had his front foot not grazed the top electric wire, which froze him in midair in that position for a considerable amount of time.


  AAAAHHHHHH-OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.


  I dove underneath him and crawled under the bottommost electric wire. Later Dustin would claim that he saw a tunnel of light as the creatures bore down on us with fire streaming from their nostrils, but I actually saw a pair of large feet in sandals standing beside a burning bush.


  Cows, apparently, are territorial. They will charge anyone or anything without a weapon who disturbs them, but Lenny didn’t tell us about that until later, after we jitterbugged around on the front lawn for several minutes shaking off residual electric currents running through our bodies.


  “Maybe,” he informed us with a slight hint of a grin, “you shouldn’t invade their personal space.”


  Susan and the kids—Nickolyn, nine, and Davis, seven—arrived two days later. They lived sixty miles south of the farm deep in the Chicago suburbs and spent the preceding forty-eight hours making cow scrapbooks, writing cow poems, and drawing pictures of themselves with complete life histories, “So they get to know us,” Nickolyn said in anticipation of their trip. They made Play-Doh cows, baked buttercream cow crunch cookies, and guzzled a gallon of milk in one day so they could use it as a vase for a cow bouquet. When their purple minivan pulled in the drive, which bordered the heifers’ paddock, the kids hung out the windows and screamed, “Loooook! There they arrrrre!” and waved hand-drawn, glitter-strewn welcome signs taped with long streamers.


  I stood at the top of the hill by the house raking leaves. I smiled. Nickolyn had called at least seven times during the past two days to check on their status—Were they happy? Did they like the farm? Had I milked them yet?—but I never found the heart to tell her the truth. How could I explain that they were vicious future Big Macs without crushing her dreams and inflicting some kind of long-term psychological damage as a result?


  I couldn’t, and I didn’t, but the realization that I should have came too late, because after the minivan pulled in, it didn’t head up the hill to the house but stopped halfway up the drive by the paddock instead. Before I registered what was happening, the side door slid open, the kids and their yellow lab Cosmo jumped out, and the three ran like starry-eyed lunatics straight for the paddock gate.


  Under normal circumstances it took approximately three long minutes to walk from the top of the hill down to the paddock and barn. I assumed the original farmers wanted the barn close enough to the house to keep an eye on the animals but far enough away to avoid the smell of their manure, which I believed in the case of cows was poisonous, but the lives of my niece and nephew hung on whether they opened the gate or not, and I made it down the hill in thirty seconds flat. I was still too late.


  Cosmo was the first one in. He was big for a yellow lab, about the size of a pony and awkward as a result, but he slipped under the bottom wire of the electric fence and ran in a flat-footed gallop straight for the cows. They saw him coming and cocked their heads. Meanwhile, Nickolyn and Davis gave up trying to open the gate and scrambled over the top.


  “NOOOOO,” I wailed as I raced toward them and flew past Susan just getting out of the van. “DON’T . . .” but by that time, Cosmo barked and bounced in circles around the heifers as Nickolyn and Davis ran toward them calling, “Come here cowwws, come heeeere,” with arms stretched wide to embrace them.


  I don’t remember many details of what happened next. I would learn in the months to come that when faced with almost certain death, a person’s mind just clicks off, leaving a blank, blue screen upon which instinct or guardian angels or extraterrestrial beings take over operations, but back then, back when the worst of my problems were only the two terrible cows, I was still fairly artless in the ways of survival. I think I ran into the paddock, and I think I grabbed Nickolyn around the waist and Davis by the scruff of his neck, and I’m pretty sure I dragged them out because they’re still alive today, but really the only thing that sticks out as an actual memory is of Susan running past us in her light blue plastic garden clogs screaming, “COSMO, NO!”


  Cows do not like dogs. They especially do not like suburban dogs who, having spent most of their lives in the company of hamsters, believe that cows are God’s answer to their prayers. New, large friends playing prey. By the time the kids and I reached safety at the top of the hill, Cosmo’s adrenalin reached religious levels. As he leapt in circles around the heifers with his tongue flying out of the side of his mouth in abject and sheer joy, he looked more like a revival attendee just cured of gallstones than the wolf he pretended to be.


  Lightning bolts flashed out of the cows’ ears. Jets of fire shot from their nostrils. They pawed the ground and flattened their ears, and when they saw Susan running toward them and the dog, they lowered their heads and . . .


  AAAAHHHHHH-OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.


  Somewhere between that spot and the electric fence, which she didn’t know about, Susan lost her shoes. Somewhere between one side of the electric fence and the other, she also got a perm.


  We spent the next two days trying to make friends with the cows so we could get into the paddock to retrieve the shoes. First, we gave them names—Miss 11 and Miss 12, based on the numbers printed on the plastic orange tags in their ears—and then we established the electric fence as the perimeter of their personal space and didn’t cross it.


  Next, we made a trip to Farm & Fleet, an agricultural big box at the edge of town, to buy them treats, but one of the employees, named Bob, haughtily informed us that Farm & Fleet didn’t carry treats for cows.


  “How come?” Davis asked him with slit-eyed accusation.


  Bob looked down at him, then scanned the rest of us for help and upon seeing blank stares, looked back down to Davis.


  “Because.”


  Bob then directed us to the salt blocks and told us to buy one of them instead.


  Our next stop at the grocery store was equally as fruitless, because we argued about what Miss 11 and Miss 12 would like to eat. We discussed the pros and cons of giving them anything with milk or butter in it—“But that’s like eating themselves,” Nickolyn decided—and when Susan suggested whole wheat crackers, Davis informed us that cows preferred chocolate chips.


  “They do not,” Nickolyn said. “You don’t know anything about cows.”


  “Yes I do.”


  “No you don’t.”


  “YES I DO.”


  “NO YOU DON’T.”


  And so on until it got embarrassing and we dragged them out of the store.


  Our final attempt to get the cows to like us was to write them notes. Nickolyn suggested that if we drew pictures of people petting cows and wrote things like, “We are nice,” and then taped them on places like the water trough and the salt block, they might come around. The problem was that after we finished our notes, we had no safe way of getting in the paddock to tape them to anything. Davis came up with the idea of launching them from the hayloft in the form of folded airplanes, which was how we ended up on the second story of the barn on Sunday morning.


  As Nickolyn and Davis propelled the last of their messages into the paddock, Susan stared with longing at her shoes down below. The idea of offering my barn to the neighbors for their animals was preposterous, and she knew it, but she had trouble letting it go.


  She turned and waved her arms in a wide circle. “Why not offer them this stuff then?” she said.


  “The hay?”


  She shrugged. “They probably lost all of theirs in the fire.”


  I nodded, but I wasn’t as excited about the solution as my sister hoped I’d be. It meant meeting more neighbors who might not be as willing to mind their own business as Lenny was.


  “Maybe,” I said.


  Susan shrugged again and walked over to the kids, who’d become bored with the noncommunicative cows and jumped from hay bale to hay bale avoiding invisible alligators. “Come on guys,” she said, “time to go home.”


  I looked back out the window at the neighbor’s farm. In the field, the older of the two men had trapped the horse against the fence as the younger one swung a rope above his head in slow circles. Behind them, the sky purpled with an incoming storm and backlit the whiteness of the rope.


  The horse trembled and danced in place as low bass thunder rumbled in the distance. When the man with the rope stepped toward him, the horse’s legs tensed and he tried to bolt, but the old man waved his arms, and the horse backed up again.


  I didn’t understand. Even though he was larger than the men and possessed enough raw energy to flatten them like road kill, the horse seemed terrified. His hooves moved up and down in place like pistons, as if the ground below them was hot, and the muscles in his shoulders quivered with building pressure to each staccato beat. Rather than stare the men down, the horse’s eyes searched frantically for a way around them. He could have run them over, but there was so much confusion from so much pressurized fear, the only release his brain registered was escape.


  And that I understood. Fear swallowed confidence whole.


  With a snap so fast I barely saw it leave the younger man’s hand, the rope shot forward and encircled the horse’s neck. The animal reared up, and the noose tightened. The man leaned back against the rope to pull him down as the horse threw his head left and right to escape it. The old man danced around them waving his arms. The younger man leaned farther back, but the horse reared higher and thrashed from the rope in crude panic.


  I held my breath. I felt like a voyeur witnessing a great downfall, watching a horse disgraced. I didn’t want to see it, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away. I wanted to see the horse outwit the men, fly over their heads and run until he was only a smudge on the horizon heading for the safe distance of the incoming storm. Instead I watched his fear.


  When he came down, I saw sweat soaking his heaving sides. The men weren’t hurting him, but he was so afraid it was if they were. The old man lowered his arms. The younger man took one cautious step forward.


  Suddenly, like a spring unloaded, the horse reared up again, higher this time, pummeling his front hooves in the air. He towered above them and screamed and whipped his head back and forth as white foam flew from his mouth. His front legs lashed out as the sweat-soaked muscles in his neck twisted from the grip of the rope.


  Below him the old man danced. The younger man pulled against the rope and leaned farther back against the violent, thrashing, feral weight until finally, as if stripped of conviction and strength, the man sank in slow motion to his knees. He still hung on to the rope, but he knelt before the wild horse as if in prayer.


  In the distance, the dark wall of rain moved toward them.





  CHAPTER TWO


  A Ride with a Mad Horse in a Freight Car


  W. H. H. Murray


  IT WAS AT THE BATTLE OF MALVERN HILL—A BATTLE WHERE the carnage was more frightful, as it seems to me, than in any this side of the Alleghanies during the whole war—that my story must begin. I was then serving as Major in the th Massachusetts Regiment—the old th, as we used to call it—and a bloody time the boys had of it too. About 2 p.m. we had been sent out to skirmish along the edge of the wood in which, as our generals suspected, the Rebs lay massing for a charge across the slope, upon the crest of which our army was posted.


  We had barely entered the underbrush when we met the heavy formations of Magruder in the very act of charging. Of course, our thin line of skirmishers was no impediment to those onrushing masses. They were on us and over us before we could get out of the way. I do not think that half of those running, screaming masses of men ever knew that they had passed over the remnants of as plucky a regiment as ever came out of the old Bay State. But many of the boys had good reason to remember that afternoon at the base of Malvern Hill, and I among the number; for when the last line of Rebs had passed over me, I was left among the bushes with the breath nearly trampled out of me and an ugly bayonet-gash through my thigh; and mighty little consolation was it for me at that moment to see the fellow who ran me through lying stark dead at my side, with a bullet-hole in his head, his shock of coarse black hair matted with blood, and his stony eyes looking into mine.


  Well, I bandaged up my limb the best I might, and started to crawl away, for our batteries had opened, and the grape and canister that came hurtling down the slope passed but a few feet over my head. It was slow and painful work, as you can imagine, but at last, by dint of perseverance, I had dragged myself away to the left of the direct range of the batteries, and, creeping to the verge of the wood, looked off over the green slope. I understood by the crash and roar of the guns, the yells and cheers of the men, and that hoarse murmur which those who have been in battle know, but which I can not describe in words, that there was hot work going on out there; but never have I seen, no, not in that three days’ desperate mêlée at the Wilderness, nor at that terrific repulse we had at Cold Harbor, such absolute slaughter as I saw that afternoon on the green slope of Malvern Hill. The guns of the entire army were massed on the crest, and thirty thousand of our infantry lay, musket in hand, in front.


  For eight hundred yards the hill sank in easy declension to the wood, and across this smooth expanse the Rebs must charge to reach our lines. It was nothing short of downright insanity to order men to charge that hill; and so his generals told Lee, but he would not listen to reason that day, and so he sent regiment after regiment, and brigade after brigade, and division after division, to certain death. Talk about Grant’s disregard of human life, his efforts at Cold Harbor—and I ought to know, for I got a Minié in my shoulder that day—was hopeful and easy work to what Lee laid on Hill’s and Magruder’s divisions at Malvern. It was at the close of the second charge, when the yelling mass reeled back from before the blaze of those sixty guns and thirty thousand rifles, even as they began to break and fly backward toward the woods, that I saw from the spot where I lay a riderless horse break out of the confused and flying mass, and, with mane and tail erect and spreading nostril, come dashing obliquely down the slope.


  Over fallen steeds and heaps of the dead she leaped with a motion as airy as that of the flying fox when, fresh and unjaded, he leads away from the hounds, whose sudden cry has broken him off from hunting mice amid the bogs of the meadow. So this riderless horse came vaulting along. Now from my earliest boyhood I have had what horsemen call a “weakness” for horses. Only give me a colt of wild, irregular temper and fierce blood to tame, and I am perfectly happy. Never did lash of mine, singing with cruel sound through the air, fall on such a colt’s soft hide. Never did yell or kick send his hot blood from heart to head deluging his sensitive brain with fiery currents, driving him into frenzy or blinding him with fear; but touches, soft and gentle as a woman’s caressing words, and oats given from the open palm, and unfailing kindness, were the means I used to “subjugate” him.


  Sweet subjugation, both to him who subdues and to him who yields! The wild, unmannerly, and unmanageable colt, the fear of horsemen the country round, finding in you not an enemy, but a friend, receiving his daily food from you, and all those little “nothings” which go as far with a horse as a woman, to win and retain affection, grows to look upon you as his protector and friend, and testifies in countless ways his fondness for you.


  So when I saw this horse, with action so free and motion so graceful, amid that storm of bullets, my heart involuntarily went out to her, and my feelings rose higher and higher at every leap she took from amid the whirlwind of fire and lead. And as she plunged at last over a little hillock out of range and came careering toward me as only a riderless horse might come, her head flung wildly from side to side, her nostrils widely spread, her flank and shoulders flecked with foam, her eye dilating, I forgot my wound and all the wild roar of battle, and, lifting myself involuntarily to a sitting posture as she swept grandly by, gave her a ringing cheer.


  Perhaps in the sound of a human voice of happy mood amid the awful din she recognized a resemblance to the voice of him whose blood moistened her shoulders and was even yet dripping from saddle and housings. Be that as it may, no sooner had my voice sounded than she flung her head with a proud upward movement into the air, swerved sharply to the left, neighed as she might to a master at morning from her stall, and came trotting directly up to where I lay, and, pausing, looked down upon me as it were in compassion. I spoke again, and stretched out my hand caressingly. She pricked her ears, took a step forward and lowered her nose until it came in contact with my palm. Never did I fondle anything more tenderly, never did I see an animal which seemed to so court and appreciate human tenderness as that beautiful mare. I say “beautiful.” No other word might describe her. Never will her image fade from my memory while memory lasts.


  In weight she might have turned, when well conditioned, nine hundred and fifty pounds. In color she was a dark chestnut, with a velvety depth and soft look about the hair indescribably rich and elegant. Many a time have I heard ladies dispute the shade and hue of her plush-like coat as they ran their white, jeweled fingers through her silken hair. Her body was round in the barrel and perfectly symmetrical. She was wide in the haunches, without projection of the hipbones, upon which the shorter ribs seemed to lap. High in the withers as she was, the line of her back and neck perfectly curved, while her deep, oblique shoulders and long, thick forearm, ridgy with swelling sinews, suggested the perfection of stride and power. Her knees across the pan were wide, the cannon-bone below them short and thin; the pasterns long and sloping; her hoofs round, dark, shiny, and well set on. Her mane was a shade darker than her coat, fine and thin, as a thoroughbred’s always is whose blood is without taint or cross.


  Her ear was thin, sharply pointed, delicately curved, nearly black around the borders, and as tremulous as the leaves of an aspen. Her neck rose from the withers to the head in perfect curvature, hard, devoid of fat, and well cut up under the chops. Her nostrils were full, very full, and thin almost as parchment.


  The eyes, from which tears might fall or fire flash, were well brought out, soft as a gazelle’s, almost human in their intelligence, while over the small bony head, over
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