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  PART I - THE FALL AND THE WOMAN WHO DOES NOT CALL
Vesper’s Promise

Vesper stayed beside the mounting block until Lil reached across the saddle. Then she moved her hindquarters just far enough that Lil would have needed to stretch.

Lil stepped down, walked her forward, and brought her around again. The mare followed on a loose rope, her nose briefly level with Lil’s elbow. At the block she stopped with her shoulder in the right place and one hind foot resting.

“That’ll do. You can stand like that.”

Once Lil had climbed the two steps, she could see the dust along Vesper’s mane and the brown showing through her dark coat where the saddle flap had rubbed it the wrong way. She scratched the base of the mane, waited, and reached across again. This time the mare stayed until Lil had put her palm on the far side of her neck.

The movement came when Lil withdrew her hand: half a step sideways, followed by a turn of the head to find her. Lil let her look. Two mornings ago, reaching over the saddle had produced a whole slow circle around the block.

Outside the arena, Nathan was pulling loose sand away from the gate with a rake. He finished the strip nearest the hinge before speaking. “Are you getting on this morning, or is this the whole job?”

“This is the job. She’s beginning to wait instead of following me around.” Lil stepped down and walked Vesper toward the long side. “I want her standing when I leave the ground.”

“How much longer?”

“A couple of good ones.”

“You said that when I went to get the rake.”

“Those weren’t good ones.”

Nathan pushed the sand into the shallow track beside the gate. “I’m asking because the bay gelding still needs his ride, and you said you wanted to check the mare in the south pasture before lunch. If you’re going to need another half hour, I’ll bring her in.”

“Ten minutes. Maybe less.”

As they left the corner, Vesper lengthened her walk, and Lil matched it without pulling her back. The mare’s hindquarters were still a little higher than her withers, and a tight turn could leave her feet briefly untidy, but on the straight she covered ground without hurrying. Lil could feel the difference through the rope even when she wasn’t looking at her.

Instead of turning toward the block, she walked past it. Vesper’s near ear came back, then forward again. At the far end, a horse called from the paddocks. The mare stopped to look, neck raised, and Lil waited beside her until she turned toward the touch on the halter.

“Come on, then.”

They continued at the same walk. There was no extra pace to take out of her afterward, no circling until she forgot what she had heard. Lil liked that. Plenty of young horses moved well when everything stayed exactly as they expected.

The rake stood outside the fence where Nathan had propped it. “Walk her back down this side.”

“Thought you were keeping time.”

“I can look at a horse and know what time it is.”

Lil brought Vesper along the rail. The sand was firmer here, and the mare stepped through freely, leaving a regular line of prints. At the end Lil asked for a halt. Vesper took one step beyond her, felt the rope, and came back without throwing her head.

“Better,” Nathan said. “She was walking through you when we unloaded her.”

“She knew where she wanted to go.”

“She still does. What do you want next?”

A fly had settled on the mare’s neck, and Lil rubbed the spot. “The same thing without me having to finish it for her. Stop, stand, walk on when I ask. Then a few minutes under saddle, while she’s still paying attention.”

“And after that?”

“You want the whole year before lunch?”

“I want to know how long you’re thinking.” He opened the gate far enough to step through, then secured it behind him. “I figured we’d keep her at least six months before we talk about a buyer. If you’re thinking longer, say so now.”

The next few rides were all Lil had meant. She looked down the arena, judging the space between the block and the rail before answering. “I don’t want to sell her as another pretty three-year-old somebody still has to figure out. We paid too much for that.”

“Fifty-six thousand. Before hauling her home.”

“I was there.”

“You were doing most of the talking.” Nathan came alongside Vesper, leaving enough room for her to turn her head toward him. “Six months is fine. Longer might be fine. But she needs to be moving toward something we can sell, and that takes your time away from horses we already have.”

“She’ll get her time. So will they.”

“Then we need to fit it in somewhere. That’s all.”

Vesper investigated a dusty patch on Nathan’s sleeve. He let her smell it, then moved his arm before she could take the fabric between her lips. Lil walked her on, giving herself the length of the arena to think about the gelding still waiting in the barn.

The gelding was nearly ready to show. Three more useful rides would do more for his sale than three extra afternoons admiring Vesper. Lil knew that, but she also knew what the mare had felt like during the few strides she had ridden before they bought her: quick to answer, uneven through the turn, better as soon as Lil stopped asking for quite so much.

“I can do her first,” she said when she came back. “Before I start the others, and I’ll keep it short. I won’t miss a buyer over her.”

“First is fine. Just not every morning.”

“I haven’t said every morning.”

“You said it in the truck on the way home.”

Lil moved Vesper away from the rail. “I said I wanted to work with her every morning. Wanting’s still free.”

“So far.” Nathan picked a small stone out of the footing and threw it beyond the fence. “I liked her too, Lil. I wouldn’t have bought her if I didn’t. Just remember what else we said we’d get done this month.”

There was enough room for a gradual turn as she brought the mare back toward the block, and Vesper stayed beside her instead of swinging wide. The saddle had slipped a fraction to the right. Lil straightened it and checked the girth before stepping up.

“Stand.”

Vesper stood. Lil rested her hand on the saddle, then reached for the far shoulder. The mare moved one hind foot.

“You’re lifting the rope when you reach.”

Outside the rail, Susan stood with three clean saddle pads over her arm. Lil hadn’t heard her come down the path. Her mother set the pads on the top board and watched as Lil withdrew her hand.

“I’ve got slack.”

“Until you lean across. Then you take it up. Watch the halter next time.”

Looking at the rope where it passed between her fingers, Lil saw that she had been gathering a little of it with the mane. On the next attempt she kept the two separate, leaving another few inches between her hand and the halter.

Vesper turned an ear toward her. Lil reached, rubbed the far shoulder, and straightened. All four feet stayed where they were.

“There,” Susan said.

Lil scratched the mare’s withers. “All right. That one was me.”

“Do you want these in the tack room?” Her mother lifted the pads off the rail. “The thick one’s still damp underneath. I wouldn’t stack it.”

“Hang it over the empty rack. Thanks, Mom.”

As Susan carried them toward the barn, Lil waited on the block for another few seconds, then stepped down. Vesper stayed beside her until she asked her to walk.

“That’s enough,” Lil said.

Nathan glanced at his watch. “Eight minutes.”

“You can put the other two toward the gelding.”

“I’ll give him the good news.” He opened the gate and stood clear while Lil led the mare through.

Buff got up from the narrow shade under the fence. He took his first few steps slowly, then followed them toward the barn, keeping to the strip of grass beside the gravel. By the time Lil reached the covered aisle, he had gone ahead and lowered himself beside the tack-room door.

Rather than drop her helmet where Buff lay, Lil left it on the shelf. Vesper stood in the shade while Lil loosened the girth. Sweat had darkened a small patch behind her elbow, but her breathing was quiet. When Nathan took the rope, Lil lifted off the saddle and checked beneath the pad.

“She’s going to change shape on us,” Nathan said.

“I know. There’s a lot of horse still to come.”

Without the saddle, the narrowness of the young warmblood cross was more obvious. Lil ran a brush along the flattened hair and cleared a few grains of sand from under the girth line. She could imagine the mare stronger through the back, able to carry that walk through a turn without losing it.

“If she stays this sensible, I might breed her later,” Lil said.

As Vesper lowered her head, Nathan adjusted the rope. “Keeping her changes the sale plan.”

“An option. I’m not picking a stallion this afternoon. She’d have to earn it, same as any mare we keep.”

“Then let’s see what we’ve got when she’s doing a proper job. I’d like to have one plan for her that doesn’t already include buying another horse.”

“A foal isn’t another purchase.”

“Feed bill doesn’t care how it got here.”

Lil worked the brush down the mare’s shoulder. Nathan was right about the feed bill, and he knew she knew. She let him have the point. Vesper stretched her neck toward a place Lil hadn’t reached, and Lil moved the brush up under the mane.

“You like that, don’t you?”

The mare’s upper lip extended. Nathan kept the rope loose while Lil gave the spot another few strokes, then moved on. When she finished, he passed her the lead and took the saddle toward the rack.

Tom was beside the truck with the trailer’s electrical plug in one hand when Lil came out of the barn. He waited until she had Vesper through the paddock gate before calling over. “When you’ve got a minute, I want you to look at this. I’ve got lights, but they’re dim. I cleaned the contacts and it didn’t make much difference.”

“Ground wire?”

“That’s what I’m thinking. I ordered a plug because the casing’s cracked anyway, but I don’t want to fit it and find I’ve still got the same trouble.”

“I’ll get the meter.”

She turned Vesper toward the gate before unbuckling the halter. The mare waited until Lil stepped clear, then walked toward the hay beneath the oak. Halfway there she stopped to look at the neighboring paddock. Another mare continued eating on the other side of the fence. Vesper went on to her own hay.

Lil hooked the halter over the gatepost while she checked the water. A few leaves floated in the trough. She scooped them out and watched the float bring the level back up, then took the halter with her.

In the shade by the truck, Tom had spread a piece of cardboard on the gravel. Lil knelt beside him and followed the cable back from the plug. The wrapping looked newer than the wire inside it. “Somebody’s been here already.”

“Me, probably. Pull that back a little farther. I remember repairing it, but I don’t remember where I stopped.”

She peeled away enough wrapping to expose the old connection, where green corrosion showed under the edge of the sleeve. Tom brought the meter closer, and they checked the connection before cutting anything.

“There’s your trouble,” she said.

“Looks like it. We’ll still put the new plug on. I’d rather do it once while I’ve got the tools out.”

Lil reached for the cutters. From this angle she could see Vesper pull hay from the loose pile, dropping some and picking through the rest. Beyond the paddock, Nathan crossed toward the south pasture with a halter. Lil looked at the time on the truck’s dashboard.

“You need to go?” Tom asked.

“I’ve got a horse to ride.”

“Then go ride him. I wanted another look at it, not the rest of your morning. You can test the lights with me when the plug gets here.”

Megan came down from the foreman’s cottage before Lil had put the meter away. She carried her work bag and Nathan’s phone, which she set on the truck seat out of the sun. “He left that beside the coffee maker again. If the parts place calls, they’ve got my number now, so nobody needs to spend another twenty minutes wondering why the phone in our kitchen is ringing.”

“They called?” Tom asked.

“The plug’s ready. I can pick it up on my way, but I need someone here to come out and get it. I’m not taking it to work and bringing it home tonight.”

“I’ll be here,” Tom said. “Just pull in by the shed.”

Megan turned to Lil. “There are sandwiches in our fridge if you want one. Nathan said he’d come in for lunch, but he also said that yesterday, and I’m not carrying his food around the property looking for him.”

“He’s in the south pasture. I’ll tell him.”

“Thank you. And tell him where his phone is before he starts calling it from yours.”

She went back up the path toward the cottage. Lil gathered the loose pieces of wrapping off the cardboard and put them in the trash, then returned the meter to its case. Buff had followed as far as the barn corner, where he lay now, his front paws just inside the shadow, watching her pass.

The gelding was waiting with one hind foot cocked and hay caught in his forelock. Lil picked it out before putting on his bridle. He needed a proper ride, particularly through the downward transitions, and she gave him one. When he stopped leaning on her through the change of pace, she went on long enough to know he could do it again, then brought him in.

By the time she had put him away and helped Tom test the trailer lights, it was past noon. The new plug sat firmly in its socket. Both turn signals worked, the brake lights came on brightly, and Tom sent her toward lunch while he gathered the tools.

One of the two sandwiches Nathan had brought from the cottage lay on Lil’s kitchen counter, where he had left it. She washed at the sink and took it out to the farmhouse porch, where he was scraping dried mud from the edge of his boot with a piece of wood.

“South mare’s fine,” he said. “There’s a rub under her fly mask. I took it off and put it on the wash pile.”

“I’ll check the fit before it goes back on.” Lil sat on the step above him, setting her water within reach. “You got your phone?”

He took it out of his pocket and put it beside his plate.

“Megan found it,” Lil said.

“I heard.” He scraped once more, then set the wood down. “How was the gelding?”

“Better once I got him listening. He’s ready for somebody to come ride him.”

“I’ll call the woman who asked about him. Thursday afternoon, unless you’ve got a reason not to.”

“Thursday’s good.”

They ate for a while. Buff came up from the barn and stopped at the foot of the steps. Lil moved her water before he could knock it over, then shifted sideways to let him past. He climbed onto the porch and stretched out behind her in the shade.

Nathan picked up his plate. “This is what I meant about Vesper. You did eight more minutes in the arena, then you groomed her, then you stopped at the trailer. None of that was wasted, but it was nearly an hour before you got the gelding out.”

“The trailer wasn’t her.”

“No. Still took an hour.”

Lil took the last bite of her sandwich. She had an answer ready about how many hours she normally worked, but Nathan was looking toward the barn, where the tack she still needed to clean hung outside the door.

“Four mornings,” she said instead. “Short ones. She can have days between to do nothing but be a horse. I’ll start with her before the others, while it’s cooler.”

“Twenty minutes?”

“For the work. I’m not counting putting a halter on her as training time just so you get a better number.”

“I’m counting it because somebody still has to bring her in and put her away. Give yourself twenty minutes. If you’re done in twelve, stop.”

“I stopped today.”

“You did. So keep doing that.”

Lil drank some water. From the porch she could see the mounting block where she had left it, well clear of the arena track. She had wanted to try Vesper from the other side before finishing. There would be another morning for that.

“Same arena this week,” she said. “A little riding once she’s standing properly. We can decide about taking her farther out after that.”

“I can do one of the ground sessions. Thursday morning would work before the buyer gets here.”

“Use the block too. She needs to stand for you.”

“I’ll see where she is.” He stacked their plates. “You do the first few rides. I want a look from the ground before we change much.”

Lil stood and took the plates from him on her way inside. The week’s work was written on the board beside the back door. She moved the gelding’s Thursday ride to the afternoon and left enough space before it for the buyer. Vesper went into four morning slots, Nathan’s initials beside one and hers beside the other three.

That meant moving a tack-cleaning job and the trip for fencing supplies. The fencing trip went beside her own name on a day without Vesper. She took a photograph of the board and sent it to Nathan before putting the phone away.

Outside, he was lifting Buff’s water bowl to carry it into the kitchen. Lil took it, rinsed it, and filled it while he looked at the board.

“That works,” he said. “I’ll make the calls.”

The clean pad Susan had left drying was now ready to put away, and Lil carried it as she and Nathan went down to the barn together. Nathan stopped by Vesper’s paddock while she hung it on the rack, and she joined him with the mare’s halter.

Vesper came a few steps toward them, then stopped to scratch the inside of one foreleg with her nose. When she lifted her head, a strand of hay remained caught against her cheek. Lil reached through the rail and brushed it off.

“She might be as good as you said,” Nathan said.

Lil looked at him. “Which part?”

“The horse. Don’t make me repeat everything you said in that truck.” He watched Vesper walk back toward the shade. “She learns. She moves right when she gets herself organized. There could be a lot there. But she’s still months away from being worth that kind of money.”

Lil hung the halter on its hook, where she could pick it up on the way out in the morning. “Come watch the next ride,” she said. “You’ll see what I mean.”

“That’s the plan.”

She left him to his calls and went to clean the saddle. It needed another hole in one stirrup leather for her preferred length, and she knew exactly where the punch was.
The Work Around Her

The hay-shed door moved six inches, scraped the concrete, and stopped. Lil put her boot against the bottom guide and tried again. Above her, one of the wheels dragged along the overhead track without turning.

“Leave it there,” Nathan said. “You’re bending the guide.”

“The wheel’s already broken.” She stepped back far enough to see beneath the metal hood. A piece of the rim was missing. “We expecting the hay at nine?”

“Nine-thirty. Eighty bales, and he’s got another delivery after us.” Nathan set his coffee on the fence post and took out his phone. “I’ll see if he can swap us with the next stop. Find out if Dad’s got a hanger that fits before we order anything.”

The door was heavy enough that Lil wanted its weight supported before anybody touched the bolts, so she fetched a block from beside the workbench and slid it beneath the low corner. Through the gap she could see the empty pallets they had set out yesterday. The remaining old hay was stacked along the other wall, with room to get a wheelbarrow through once they could open the door.

On the third ring, Tom answered. He had two spare hangers, possibly the right size, and could come down after he finished replacing a tap at their house. “Send me a picture with something beside it for scale,” he said. “A ruler, preferably. Last time your brother sent me a bolt beside his thumb.”

She laid the tape measure against the exposed bracket and sent the picture. Nathan finished his call as she put her phone away.

“After lunch,” he said. “He’ll give us a time when he’s finished the next place. That gets the hay here, but we still need the shed ready.”

“Dad can be down around nine. Says he might have the parts.”

Nathan looked toward the barn. “I can clear the loose stuff out while you work on it. Vesper can have tomorrow instead.”

“Keep her this morning. You’ve got her on the board.”

“I’ve also got a shed we can’t get into. What are we moving?”

Lil checked the time. They had fed and turned out the horses that went out early, but the bay gelding still needed his ride before the afternoon viewing. The run for fencing supplies was written beside her name. She had already put the measurements in the truck.

“The supply run. Nothing we’re buying today needs putting up today. I’ll do it tomorrow, and I’ll clear the floor before Dad gets here. You take Vesper.”

“You wanted to ride the gelding before it got hot.”

“I still can. He doesn’t need an hour.”

Nathan picked up his coffee. “All right. I’ll get the mare out now. If Dad needs both of us, call me before you’ve got the door halfway off.”

The broom turned up behind a stack of feed tubs, where someone had put it. Lil could get through the gap sideways with the broom and a shallow pan; the wheelbarrow would have to wait outside. It took three trips to clear the broken twine and hay from around the pallets. On the second, Buff followed her as far as the equipment shed, then took the shorter route beneath the oaks to the barn. He lay beside the water bowl with his back against the cool wall.

While Lil was emptying the last pan, Megan came down from the cottage with her work bag and an open carton of milk. “Does anybody need this? We’ve got two open, and Nathan bought another one yesterday. I’m taking it to your fridge before he decides we need a fourth.”

“Coffee’s in the kitchen,” Lil said. “Help yourself.”

“I already have. Your back door was open.” Megan set the carton in the shade while she searched her bag. “Where is he? I need the pickup moved before I leave. I can get my car past it, but only if I drive over the basil.”

As Nathan was bringing Vesper out of her paddock, Lil called across, and he stopped by the rail, well clear of the parked vehicles.

“Key’s in it,” he told Megan. “Put it beside the equipment shed. I left the window down, so check the seat before you sit in anything.”

“That’s a lovely offer.” She took the milk with her. “I’m home around eight. There’s chicken thawing, but you’ll need to start it if you want to eat before nine.”

“I’ll cook. Rice?”

“Yes, and use the big pan. The small one boils over every time you leave it.”

“I won’t leave it.”

“Then either pan will be wonderful.”

A few minutes later the pickup went past Lil and stopped in the equipment shade. Megan left the key on the workbench, where Lil could find it without reaching into a hot cab, and walked back toward the cottage. Nathan had taken Vesper into the arena.

Once she had finished sweeping, Lil went to watch from the gate. Vesper stood at the mounting block while Nathan climbed up. He rested a hand on the saddle and waited. The mare turned her head far enough to see him, then moved one hind foot as he leaned across.

He stepped down and walked her forward. Lil kept her place outside the rail.

“She’s standing when I go up,” he said as he brought Vesper around again. “It’s when I come back down that she turns.”

“She was doing that with me. Leave her a second before you walk away.”

“I tried. She came with me anyway.” He positioned the mare beside the block. “I’m going to get off on the side away from her.”

From the top step he rubbed beneath the mane, took his hand away, and stepped down backward, keeping a hand on the block. Vesper lifted her head but stayed. Nathan waited before coming around to her shoulder. He scratched her neck and led her off.

Lil leaned her forearms on the top rail. He repeated it once, then walked the mare past the block without stopping. Vesper followed, the rope hanging loose between them.

“That’ll do,” Lil said.

“I’m finishing.” He came toward the gate. “You can tell me I should’ve done another one after I’ve put the saddle away.”

She opened the gate for him. “I was going to say you got what you wanted.”

“Then we agree. Doesn’t happen often.”

Vesper stayed beside him through the opening. Lil shut the gate and went back for the wheelbarrow. The mare had been out for less than a quarter of an hour. Nathan could put her away while she brought the bay in.

Tom arrived with two hangers, a jack, and a wooden box of bolts. Lil left the gelding with hay in the shaded stall and joined him at the shed. He compared one of the spare brackets with the one above the door.

“Same spacing. We’ll have to use the old mounting plate, but that’s sound.” He set the jack beneath the corner, on a broad piece of timber. “The wheel broke and let this end drop. Then the bottom caught, and pulling on it bent your guide. We’ll change the hanger first and see where the door sits before we straighten anything.”

“You brought two.”

“One for you to lose.” He took the other out of the box. “I wasn’t sure which pattern you had. Turns out they both fit.”

Lil moved to the far end and turned the intact wheel as much as its position allowed. It caught twice in a single revolution. “We should do both while we’ve got it supported. Come feel this one.”

Tom checked it, then put the second hanger beside the jack. “Get another block. We’ll need to take the weight off that end too.”

Once the door was secure, Lil loosened the mounting bolts while Tom worked from the short stepladder. The first nut came off cleanly. The second turned with the bolt, and she reached around the plate with a wrench to keep it still. A flake of rust dropped inside her collar.

“You’ve got it?” Tom asked.

“Go ahead.”

He lifted the damaged hanger clear, and Lil set it on the concrete beside the replacement. The missing piece of wheel had left a sharp edge polished bright by the track.

Nathan came back with the wheelbarrow and began moving the last of the floor sweepings. Tom asked him to bring the longer ladder from the equipment shed, then returned to the bracket.

By the time they lowered the door onto its new wheels, Lil had rust along one arm and grease on the hem of her shirt. She pushed it slowly through its full travel. It cleared the concrete but caught the bent guide near the end.

“Take that off,” she said. “I’ll straighten it in the vise. No point hammering against the wall.”

Tom handed her the socket. “Check the bolt holes before you put it back. If they’ve stretched, use the bigger washers out of the box.”

She found two that fit and brought back the straightened guide. Tom checked the clearance while she tightened it. On the next try, it took only one hand to roll the door all the way open.

“That’s better.” Lil hooked it back and wheeled the first empty pallet into position.

Tom gathered the old parts. “I’ll leave the ladder till the hay’s in. Check it again under the last bracket when you shut it tonight. I don’t think that rail’s moved, but I’d like to know.”

“I’ll check.”

“And put that wrench back in the truck. It’s the only one that fits the tap I haven’t finished.”

Lil retrieved it from her back pocket and dropped it into his open toolbox.

Before lunch she rode the gelding with her hair pulled through the back of her cap and a clean shirt clinging to her back, damp with sweat between her shoulders. He began by leaning through the downward transitions, then improved when she stopped letting him hurry out of the corners. Along the far side he gave her a steady trot without needing an adjustment every few strides. She brought him back to a walk and took him toward the gate.

At the gate, Susan waited with the south mare’s washed fly mask until Lil had halted, then came closer. “I tried this on her again,” she said. “It clears the rub when she’s standing, but the edge goes straight back onto it when she puts her head down. You could try lining that part.”

“I’ve got a different cut in the tack room. Top shelf, gray binding.”

“The larger one?”

“Same size, different shape. Leave this one off her till I’ve checked it.”

Susan hung the mask over the rail. “I’ll bring the other one down. She’s under the trees now, so she’s not being bothered much.”

While Susan went back toward the barn, Lil let the gelding stand and leaned down to lift the gate latch. He shifted toward the opening before she had it clear, and she backed him one step, opened it fully, then asked him through. They walked home along the grass instead of the hot gravel.

Nathan met her at the wash area. “How was he?”

“Ready for them. If she rides the way she described on the phone, she’ll like him.”

“Trainer’s coming too. Three o’clock.” He took the bridle when Lil slipped it off. “Hay’s three-thirty.”

She looked at him over the gelding’s neck. “Thought he was coming after lunch.”

“That is after lunch. He’s had to change trucks, and the other delivery took longer. Three-thirty’s the first time he’s actually promised.”

“I can start the viewing while you get him backed in. They’ll want to watch the gelding go before she gets on.”

“And while you’re riding, I’m stacking eighty bales.”

“I can help before they get here.”

“They get here first, Lil.” He hung the bridle on its hook. “And the driver unloads to the ground. We booked it that way because we were both going to be here.”

Warm water ran into the drain when she turned on the hose, and she let it run until it cooled. The gelding stood with his head low. When Nathan first called, the jobs hadn’t overlapped. Now they did.

“Can he bring somebody?”

“He can bring his brother. They’ll unload and stack for sixty dollars. I told him I’d call back.”

Lil moved the hose along the gelding’s shoulder. “Sixty dollars for a job we were going to do ourselves.”

“We were going to do it at nine-thirty. You want to move the buyer?”

Should she call the woman? Her trainer had already rearranged an afternoon to come, and the gelding was ready. Tomorrow morning was already full too.

“Book them. Same stack as before, and leave the old hay where it is.”

Nathan took out his phone. “I’ll stay till they’ve started. You’ll have me back before she gets on.”

“Dad’s left the ladder there. It needs moving.”

“I’ll do that now.”

Lil finished rinsing the gelding and walked him in the shade until he had cooled. She checked the south mare’s mask before turning him out for a few hours. The gray-bound one stayed clear of the rub when the mare lowered her head to the grass. Lil left it on and put the clean spare back in the tack room.

At the farmhouse she ate standing at the kitchen counter until she noticed the chair was empty and sat down. Her plate was beside a packet of fencing screws she had brought in to match. On the board by the back door, the supply run still occupied the middle of the morning.

She erased it and put it into tomorrow’s column. Nathan came in for water and stopped beside her.

“Leave room to go before lunch,” he said. “They shut the yard at noon on Fridays.”

Lil moved it again, above the office work. “Forgot about that.”

“They reminded me last time by locking the gate.” He filled his glass. “Put the hay number beside the delivery too. If he changes the time again, you can answer him.”

She wrote down the number, added the stacking charge beneath it, then checked the coming week. The regular delivery would fall on Thursday morning again, though the door should no longer be a problem.

“Let’s make delivery day Vesper’s day off next week. Your ground session can go Friday.”

Nathan studied the four marked spaces. “Move this one to Wednesday and that works. She still gets the gaps.”

Lil shifted the two entries and left his initials beside Friday. “I’d rather give her the day off than stop halfway through.”

“I’ll do Friday first. Before anybody phones us.”

He took his water outside. Lil finished eating, washed her plate, and spent the hottest hour in the small barn office answering two inquiries and finding the gelding’s records. One inquiry was for a beginner’s horse at a price too low for either of them to accept. She sent a plain answer instead of trying to make the bay suitable on paper.

At three, the woman and her trainer arrived in a dusty SUV. Lil had the gelding brushed but unsaddled, so they could look at him before she put the tack on. The woman ran a hand down his neck and asked whether the pale patch beneath his mane was an old injury.

“Sun bleaching,” Lil said. “He spends a fair amount of his day outside.”

The trainer checked his legs, watched Lil lead him away and back, and asked about his work over the last month. Lil answered while she saddled him. When the hay truck turned through the gate, Nathan went out to meet it.

From the arena Lil could see him directing the driver past the cottage turn and toward the shed. The gelding looked too, then came back to her when she asked him to walk on. She showed enough trot and canter for the visitors to see him working, including the transitions he had needed help with that morning.

“He’ll get quicker if you leave him running through the turn,” she told the woman after dismounting. “Ask before the corner, then let him finish it.”

The woman adjusted the stirrups and mounted from the block. On her first circuit she shortened the reins every time he raised his head. Lil waited through the long side before speaking.

“Give him a little back. You’ve brought him where you want him.”

The woman let the reins slide a fraction. The gelding lengthened his neck and kept walking. “Like that?”

“Yes. Now keep what you’ve got instead of taking more.”

There was hay on Nathan’s sleeve when he joined the trainer by the rail, but he stayed through the rest of the ride. The woman improved as she stopped making quite so many corrections. Her trainer asked her to repeat a transition, then sent her around again without instructions.

On the second attempt, Lil watched the gelding answer a little late but without fuss. She liked the way the woman praised him and kept going.

Afterward they stood beneath the barn roof while the gelding nosed at a damp patch on Lil’s shirt. The woman wanted to come back on Sunday with her husband.

“Can you keep him for me till then?” she asked. “I don’t want to say yes before he’s seen him.”

“You can come Sunday,” Lil said. “We’ve got another inquiry to answer, though.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to cancel anything already arranged.”

Nathan took the saddle from Lil. “We can hold him with a deposit under our usual terms. Otherwise we’ll keep showing him. I can email you those tonight, and you can decide when you’ve talked at home.”

The woman asked her trainer something quietly, then said she would look at the email. Lil gave her the available Sunday times before they left.

At the office Nathan put the saddle down long enough to write himself a note. “You happy offering her a second ride?”

“Yes. She listened, and he improved with her. I’d want to see that again.”

“Sunday morning, then. No free hold?”

“No free hold. Send the terms.”

The hay truck was pulling out when Lil went back to the shed. The fresh stack stood clear of the wall, with the old hay accessible beside it. She counted the rows against the delivery slip and signed where Nathan had left the pen. Sixty dollars was written on its own line.

When she shut the door and checked beneath the last bracket, the clearance stayed even. Tom’s ladder was back against the equipment shed, and the tools had gone.

By six, the gelding was out again and Lil was taking hay to the mares. Buff rose when she came around the barn, watched her turn toward the farther gate, then went through the shaded gap beside the farmhouse instead. She took the wheelbarrow wide around his water bowl.

Nathan came out of the office with two halters. “Sunday at nine. She’s got the terms, and she’ll let us know tomorrow.”

“Good. I checked the door. Tell Dad it’s clear all the way.”

“I will. I’m bringing these two in, then starting dinner.”

Beside the lower gate, Lil set the barrow down. Nathan was already crossing to the other paddock, calling the chestnut mare as he went. She unfastened the chain, wheeled the hay through, and closed the gate behind her.
The First Good Ride

The second pole stayed beside the fence where Lil left it. She had put the first across the arena that morning, well away from the corners, but Vesper was still looking toward the paddocks when they reached the gate. Lil led her down the long side before deciding what else to set out.

The mare walked freely on the firm sand. On the turn, though, she kept her nose pointed toward the horses outside and came around with her shoulder too close to Lil. Lil moved her away, made the turn wider, and walked on. Vesper brought her attention back without needing another touch on the rein.

One pole would do. They could walk over it, then try it at a trot if the work before it felt right. Lil had wanted a little canter when she pictured the ride last night. Watching the mare arrange herself around the next turn, she left that for another day.

The morning was cool enough that her T-shirt was still dry beneath the protective vest. There were damp patches along the shaded edge of the arena where the sprinkler had reached, but the working surface was even. Lil checked the girth, ran the stirrups down, and brought Vesper beside the block.

The mare stopped a little farther forward than Lil wanted. Lil walked her around and placed her again. This time Vesper stayed while Lil climbed the steps and gathered a little mane with the reins. One ear turned back as Lil put weight in the stirrup. The mare stood as Lil swung her leg over and settled her weight into the saddle.

“Good girl.”

Lil found the other stirrup and sat for a few seconds. From up here, the mare looked narrower through the neck than she did from the ground. There was a faint streak of dried mud behind one ear that the brush had missed. Lil rubbed beneath the mane, then asked her to walk.

The first three steps were deliberate; then Vesper lengthened toward the open side of the arena. Lil let her go. The walk was one of the things she had liked when they tried her: a long step without the quick, busy feeling of a horse already trying to trot. It moved Lil comfortably with it until Vesper looked out across the pasture and began walking diagonally toward the rail.

Lil guided her toward a fence post farther ahead. The mare straightened for several strides, then looked outside again. This time Lil made the correction sooner. By the end of the side they were traveling roughly where she had intended, though riding right into the corner still gave Vesper less room than she needed.

Instead, Lil cut across on a broad curve, and Vesper followed, slow to bring her hindquarters around but willing. At the next long side Lil gave her enough rein to lengthen her neck. She wanted to feel the walk before she asked for anything quicker.

A horse in the nearest paddock lifted its head from the hay. Vesper watched it while continuing forward. Lil waited until the mare’s attention came back, then asked for trot.

The first strides were hurried. Vesper pushed forward before she had found anywhere useful to put her feet, and Lil rose with the uneven movement, keeping her hands far enough forward to let the mare balance. Halfway down the side the rhythm became more regular. Lil let that continue through a generous turn and brought her back to walk before it deteriorated.

Nathan came along the outside fence carrying a hose in loose coils. He put it beside the tap and watched her pass before beginning to wind it onto the reel. “How was getting on?”

“She stood. Didn’t follow me off the block, either.” Lil turned Vesper across the arena. “I’m leaving the other pole out. We’ll see what she makes of this one.”

“You want it where it is? I can move it before I put this away.”

“Leave it. There’s room both sides.”

He wound another length of hose onto the reel. Lil rode past him at a walk, then took Vesper toward the pole. The mare lowered her nose as they approached. Her walk shortened for the last two steps, but she stepped over without stopping and continued toward the fence.

Coming back from the other direction, she barely looked at it. Lil scratched her neck and walked on. A little of the uncertainty had gone from the turns now. Vesper still came around unevenly, but she followed the direction Lil gave her instead of keeping her head turned toward something else.

Along the far side, Lil picked up a trot. She could feel more movement beneath the saddle than the mare yet knew how to use. A few strides would be easy to rise to, then one would send Lil higher than she expected. She stayed with it, watching the line ahead rather than trying to tidy every step.

Finished with the hose, Nathan walked along the rail. He stopped opposite the pole, where he could see both the approach and the turn after it. Lil brought Vesper around from the short side, intending to give her a straight run toward the middle.

She had turned too late. Vesper was still coming around when the pole appeared in front of her. Her shoulder slipped outward, her trot quickened, and she took a small, awkward hop over the wood. Lil let the reins follow. They landed crooked and went on in three fast strides before the mare returned to a trot she could manage.

Rather than turn back where she could have, Lil rode on for the whole length of the arena and let Vesper travel forward until the rush was gone. Then she asked for walk.

“All right. We can make that easier.”

The pole lay flat where it had been. There was plenty of space around it. Lil looked back along the route she had taken and saw how much of that space she had failed to use.

Nathan stayed where he was. “Need me to change anything?”

“No. I’ve got it.”

Before asking for trot again, she walked to the far end. This time she began the turn sooner and made it much broader, bringing Vesper straight while the pole was still well ahead of them. The mare’s neck came into line with her body. Lil could feel both reins evenly for a few strides, and she left her hands there.

Vesper looked at the pole. Her ears went forward, but the trot stayed at the same pace. She lifted her feet over it, one after another, and came out the other side still straight.

Lil rose into the next stride without having to adjust for a landing.

“Yes. Like that.”

She went on toward the far end. The improvement lasted beyond the pole: Vesper's back moved more freely beneath her, and the turn took less help. Lil could keep a light, steady feel of the mouth without one rein going loose while the other took the mare's weight. She asked for walk along the next straight, and Vesper came back in a few unhurried steps.

There it was. Lil had felt something like it during the short ride before they bought her, enough to want more time on the horse and another look the following morning. Here she had been able to keep it through a turn.

She gave Vesper a walk around the outside. Nathan had moved a few feet down the fence to see the tracks they had left. He looked from those to the mare, then stepped back as Lil passed.

On the next attempt, Lil used the same broad approach. Vesper took a quicker step when she saw the pole, then matched Lil’s rising again. They crossed the center cleanly. Lil let the trot continue, giving the mare the long side instead of immediately turning her back toward the exercise.

The strides began to cover more ground. Lil felt the difference in the time she had to rise and sit, the easier movement under her leg. Vesper’s neck lengthened a little, and the bit moved lightly in her mouth. She was still a young horse, still needing help as they approached the end, but Lil no longer felt as though she was redirecting a different part of her every few steps.

She could have stayed in that trot for another circuit. Instead she brought the mare to walk and let the reins out gradually. Vesper followed them down.

Nathan came toward the gate as she approached. “What did you change?”

“Gave her more room.”

“On the way in, I saw that. She looked different coming away, too. First time she was halfway across the arena before she got her feet back under her.”

Instead of stopping beside him, Lil rode a small loop at a walk. “I was still turning when she needed to look at the pole. She hurried, then had to get over it somehow. The second time she was straight early enough to see what she was doing. After that I could leave her alone for a few strides.”

“She stayed straighter coming toward me. I could see both front feet instead of one behind the other.” He moved along the fence with them. “Did she stay even in your hands?”

“Mostly. She gets heavier on the right when she loses the turn. This time I caught it early and she came around.”

Nathan watched Vesper stretch her neck. “That’s useful. If we can keep getting that without needing the pole, we’ve got something to work with.”

“We will. Might take a few more mornings.”

“You can have a few. You’ve already put them on the board.”

Lil laughed and took the mare away from the fence. She liked having him there now that he could see some of what she had felt.

At a walk, she changed direction across the arena. Vesper went forward when asked, then picked up trot with less hurry than before. Lil intended to travel down the side away from the pole, make one broad turn, and see whether the steadier rhythm remained when there was nothing on the ground to step over.

Nathan was standing beside the gate. Vesper turned her head toward him as they came level, drifted toward the gate, and dropped abruptly to walk. Lil rose into a stride that was no longer there and sat back into the saddle.

“We’re still going,” she told the mare.

She guided Vesper on past the gate at a walk. The mare kept looking toward Nathan for another few steps. Lil asked her forward and rode a line well inside the rail, with enough room to straighten her without crowding the fence. When Vesper was walking where she was pointed, Lil asked for trot again.

While Nathan stayed outside the arena, Lil took half the long side, made a wide turn, and came back to walk. The trot had been ordinary and slightly crooked, but the mare had gone when asked and come back without a fuss.

“I shouldn’t have stood here,” Nathan said when they passed him again. “She came straight toward me.”

“She can learn to go past you. Just don’t open anything yet.”

As he moved back along the fence, Lil gave Vesper another stretch at walk, keeping her away from the gate. There was a narrow damp line beneath the mane now. Her breathing was still easy, and the walk had kept its length.

Lil looked at the pole. One more short approach would tell her enough. She’d use the good direction once more and stop if Vesper still felt willing.

The mare answered the light touch of her legs with a clean transition. Lil rose with her, rode the broad curve, and found the straight line earlier than she needed it. She made one small adjustment before the pole. Vesper kept the pace, lifted through the steps over it, and traveled on.

This time the good trot continued into the turn. Lil felt the mare’s body come around beneath her instead of having to keep correcting the shoulder. She looked down the next side and Vesper went there, carrying the same rhythm for six more strides before Lil asked her to walk.

“Good girl. That’s plenty.”

She let the reins slide and rubbed the warm patch beneath the mane. The mare lowered her neck, keeping the walk active. Lil wanted to do it again. Now she knew the approach, she could probably get another like it, perhaps a little better on the other rein.

Nathan was already walking toward the gate. “Finished?”

“Yes. The other direction can wait. She’s still going forward, and I don’t need to use that up.”

“You’ve been on about twenty minutes. That last turn was the best one.” He unfastened the latch while she walked toward him. “Want to take her down the track?”

Lil looked at the mare’s ears, then along the broad strip of ground beside the pasture. “Just to the lower gate and back. She can walk out.”

Once Nathan had opened the arena gate fully and stood clear, Vesper went through at the same walk, looking down when the footing changed from sand to packed earth. Lil gave her time to look. Behind them, Nathan closed the gate and caught up on the side away from the pasture fence.

The grass along the edge was short enough that Lil could see the ground. She kept Vesper on the level track, with the barn behind them and the lower pasture ahead. Out here the mare raised her head to look farther, but she continued walking. The reins moved with the swing of her neck.

To stay near her shoulder, Nathan had to lengthen his own stride.

“You want me to slow her down?” Lil asked.

“I’m managing. If you take her all the way to the back fence, you can manage without me.”

“Lower gate. I said that.”

“I heard you. Just checking.”

For a while they walked without talking, and Lil could hear the slight scuff of Nathan’s boots between the hoofbeats. From here the mare’s dark coat showed brown along the neck, with fine dust where Lil had scratched her. Vesper turned an ear back when Nathan spoke. “What do you think she’ll be like when she’s strong enough to keep doing that?”

Lil considered the question while the mare carried her toward the gate. “Easy to cover ground on. Quick enough when you need her, without having to keep pushing. I’d like to feel that trot somewhere she doesn’t know the fence, see whether she’ll stay with me while she’s looking around.”

“Out with something steady first?”

“At a walk. When she’s ready. I want a few more rides where she can make the turns without me helping all the way through.”

“I can bring another horse when we get there. Easier than trying to fit somebody else’s time around ours.”

At the lower gate Lil turned Vesper in a wide arc. Going back toward the barn made the mare’s walk quicker. Lil shortened the reins enough to steady her, then returned the length she had taken. Nathan fell back while they turned and came alongside again once they were straight.

“I wouldn’t put a buyer on her yet,” Lil said. “But I can see where she’s going. When somebody does try her, I want them wanting another ride.”

“They’ll want that sooner if she lets them steer.”

“She let me steer.”

“After you stopped aiming her sideways at a pole.”

Lil reached down to rub the mare’s neck again. “All right. You saw that too clearly.”

“I was standing right there.” Nathan stepped around a shallow rut at the edge of the track. “I’m not in a hurry to advertise her. Give her time. But this morning helps. Now we’ve got more than what she does loose.”

Lil let Vesper walk several strides before answering. “I don’t want to price her off one good ride. I want to find out how often she can do it.”

“Good. Because if you give me another number today, I’m going to ask where it came from.”

She had been thinking beyond a sale anyway: how the mare might look with another year of growth and work, whether that easy ground-covering stride would remain as the demands changed. She could picture herself riding a stronger Vesper down this track. The horse beneath her still needed the next few weeks.

“Breeding’s further away,” she said. “I’d want to know how she stays sound in work, what she’s like away from here. Whether she keeps learning when the job gets harder. We’ve bought enough pedigree. I want to know the mare.”

Nathan looked ahead toward the barn. “And whether we’d keep her once somebody actually offers us money. That’s a different question.”

“I know. We don’t have to decide that now.”

“No. We don’t.”

When Vesper stretched toward the rein again, Lil let her, enjoying the walk now that there was nothing more to ask of it. She could still feel the last turn: the mare following the line, the extra room in the stride when Lil stopped needing to correct it.

“I’m glad we bought her,” Nathan said. “This is the first time I’ve had a good look with you riding. I can see why you wanted her.”

Lil looked over at him. “You liked her too.”

“I did. I like her better now.”

She left that alone. Beside the arena, he stopped to put the unused pole back on the rack while Lil continued toward the barn. Vesper walked past the entrance without turning into it.

In the shade, Lil halted and dismounted. When she loosened the girth, the mare reached around to investigate her sleeve. Lil scratched beneath the mane before running the stirrups up.

Nathan came back with the halter. “Tomorrow off?”

“Turnout. I’ll ride her Sunday, before the gelding’s people get here. Same start, and if she’s going like this, a little more of the trot without the pole. She doesn’t need another question yet.”

“I’ll be down early. I want to watch from the far end this time.”

Lil took the saddle off and set it on the rack. Beneath the pad, the mare’s coat was damp and flat. She ran her hand over it, then fetched a brush while Nathan changed the bridle for the halter.

“You still need the fencing yard,” he said. “They shut at noon.”

“I’ve got time.”

“You have. The measurements are still in the truck.”

While Nathan took the bridle into the tack room, Lil brushed the sweat marks from Vesper’s coat, working along the shoulder and beneath the girth line. When she reached the base of the mane, the mare extended her nose and stood for more. Lil gave the spot another half minute.

Then she led Vesper out to the paddock, checked the water, and took off the halter. The mare walked to the hay beneath the oak. Lil watched her begin eating before fastening the gate. Back in the barn, she wiped the bit and hung the bridle beside the saddle, ready for Sunday.
The Fall

Vesper went past the gate without shortening her stride. Lil let her have another few inches of rein and continued toward the far end, where Nathan stood outside the fence. He had moved there after the first circuit, leaving the entrance clear. The mare looked at him as they passed but kept going.

By now, a narrow strip of sweat darkened Vesper’s neck beneath the mane. The first trot had been hurried; the second had been easier. Now Lil could ask for the change without getting quite so much forward movement before the mare found her balance. She still needed room through the corners.

Lil took the next one wide and asked for trot along the straight. Vesper answered, a little crooked for the first few strides, then settled into a rhythm Lil could rise to without making an adjustment each time. The pole they had used Friday was on the rack. There was nothing ahead except the sand and the turn.

As Nathan watched them approach, Lil brought the mare back to walk before reaching him, gave her time to finish the transition, and scratched beneath the mane.

“Better without it?” he asked.

“Getting there. She wants to hurry when she loses track of where we’re going.” Lil turned across the arena on a loose curve. “I’m giving her the whole end. She can get herself straight before I ask for anything else.”

“She looked better down this side. The other way she was still coming toward the fence.”

“I felt it. We’ll go that way again in a minute.”

Across the middle, she walked Vesper, enjoying the length of the stride. The mare had come out willingly that morning and stood at the block while Lil mounted. She had looked briefly toward the paddocks and halted abruptly once to investigate a dark patch of sand, then settled into work Lil recognized from Friday. Lil had another short trot in mind before walking out.

Beyond the arena, Susan led the bay gelding toward the barn. He was already brushed, with a pale clean patch on his side where someone had removed the dried mud. The people coming at nine would find him ready.

“Did they confirm?” Lil asked Nathan.

“Last night. Both of them, and the trainer again. No deposit yet, so they’re coming for another look.” He shifted along the fence as Vesper approached. “I’ll bring him out after you’ve put her away.”

“Let me get the saddle off her first. I want to show the woman that transition before she gets on.”

“There’s time. Mom’s doing his feet.”

Vesper flicked an ear toward the gelding, then followed Lil into the turn, her shoulder drifting outward. Lil brought her onto the line she wanted and left her there, keeping the walk forward. She liked how little correction it took now. On Friday she had spent half this side organizing the mare for something that ought to have been simple.

At the next long side she asked for trot. Vesper stepped into it, and Lil rose with her. They were well inside the rail, with room ahead for the broad turn. After several strides the mare lengthened through her back. Lil kept the same rhythm and let her travel.

There was a short rattle somewhere beyond the fence.

Vesper spun left. Lil went with the first turn, keeping her hand forward and bringing her weight back over the saddle. Then the mare dropped her head and bucked as she twisted again. Lil was already off balance. She reached for mane and missed. Her left palm struck the ground hard; she felt the impact through the wrist.

Nathan's knee was beside her face.

Sand was worked into the seam of his jeans; beyond it, she could see one of the lower fence boards. She ought to have been looking toward the far end. He had been standing there. Now his phone was on the ground, and a woman's voice was coming from it.

“Lil. Stay where you are.”

Her left arm lay across the front of her vest. She didn't remember putting it there. She tried to lift her head to see the horse, but Nathan moved into her narrow field of view.

“Where's Vesper?”

“Mom has her. She's over by the gate.” He spoke toward the phone. “She's talking now. Yes, she's awake.”

There was the sound of the mare moving: the quick scuff of a hoof, followed by Susan saying something too quietly to make out. Lil turned toward the sound.

“Keep your head still,” Nathan said. “They've got an ambulance coming. Just give us a minute.”

The woman on the phone asked another question. Lil caught her own name in Nathan's answer, then her age. Twenty-nine. She could have told the woman that herself. She tried to say so, but Nathan was giving directions to the property.

Her helmet pressed uncomfortably against the ground. There was grit between her teeth. She worked her tongue along them and tasted dust, then looked at the left hand resting on her vest. Nothing was pointing the wrong way. She moved her fingers. That hurt enough to stop her doing it again.

“I've hurt my wrist.”

“I know. Leave it there for now.”

“I need to get out of the way.”

“The horse is at the other end, and nobody’s coming through here.” Nathan answered the woman on the phone, then looked back at Lil. “You’re all right where you are.”

Lil put her right palm down and began to push herself up. The movement shifted her left hand against the vest. Pain spread across the back of the wrist, much sharper than it had been while she was lying still. At the same time, the fence seemed to move sideways. She stopped with her right elbow barely straightened.

Nathan put a hand against her upper arm. “Stay down. Tell me from there.”

The ground was uneven beneath her shoulder when she lowered herself again, and her helmet kept her head at an awkward angle. She wanted the buckle undone, but when she reached toward it, Nathan asked her to leave that too.

“It's digging into me.”

“Tell the crew when they get here. I don't want to move it around.”

Over his shoulder, Lil could see Vesper standing near Susan, her neck raised and the reins gathered clear of her legs. The mare took a step sideways. Susan walked with her, then brought her to a halt again. Nothing was broken or trailing.

“Did she go down?” Lil asked.

“No. She stayed on her feet.” Nathan moved his phone closer to his knee. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“She turned. There was a noise.”

“What happened after that?”

Lil looked toward the fence. She remembered the dark mane against the sand, the sudden lack of saddle beneath her. Her hand had gone down. She could still feel that clearly enough, although it was hard to distinguish from the pain she felt now.

“I came off.”

“Do you remember me getting here?”

“You were down there.”

“I was. Do you remember me coming over?”

She tried to find him in it. Nathan at the far end, Vesper turning, her own hand reaching. Then his knee, close enough to touch.

“No. How long?”

“I don’t know exactly. You were out when I got to you. I called your name a few times before you answered.”

“I can hear you now.”

“I know you can.” He gave that information to the woman on the phone without changing it.

Megan came through the gate carrying a folded towel. Lil saw her shoes first, then the hem of her shorts as she crouched on the other side. There was grass stuck to one ankle. She had come from the cottage.

“Your dad’s going down to the entrance,” Megan told Nathan. “He’ll bring them straight through.” She put the towel beside her and turned toward Lil. “Where does it hurt besides your wrist?”

“My head. Mostly I want to sit up.”

“Nathan said you tried and got dizzy. Has that stopped?”

“If I don’t move.”

Megan stayed where Lil could see her without turning. “Then stay put until they get here. Susan’s got Vesper. Tom’s at the gate. You don’t need to get up for anything.”

Although Lil heard all of it, she still hated lying flat in the sand while everyone else stood or crouched above her. Her right boot was lying at an angle that would need sorting out before she got up. She moved it a little, testing the ground beneath the sole.

Nausea came abruptly. She had time to say, “I'm going to be sick,” before Nathan called to Megan.

Together they helped her turn, Nathan guiding her head through the movement while Megan supported her left arm. Lil vomited into the sand. She couldn't brace herself without using the injured hand
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