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One 

 

  

 

I remember so much about those years, the years when things turned around. I 

guess it all had been spinning around to begin with, but I remember most when it 

shattered, flying into small pieces everywhere that were just so impossible to pick up. But 

I also remember when it was good, when there was nothing more to life than the sound of 

a horse’s tail swishing at flies, the chirp of the crickets in the grass, and the steady lowing 

of cows grazing the summer prairie of northeast Oregon.  

Then I remember the summer of my bittersweet sixteen, the summer when 

everything changed. My sister Elizabeth was seventeen then, when my father shot my 

horse and my mother divorced him. I remember my mother pleading with him not to do 

it, in the way she’d pleaded with him not to do a lot of things. With a little time and care, 

she argued, my horse would recover from the injury he’d suffered in the pasture. Like 

pretty much every other time, my father set his jaw and picked up his gun. I remember, 

too, that I did not cry—not then and not ever, because my father told me not to cry about 

things like this. And then he made me watch as he shot my horse between the eyes. 

It has been six years since then, six years since we moved into a trailer on a 

friend’s property—my mother and her two daughters, carrying everything we could pack 

into duffel bags—six years since my sister looked at me with hatred in her eyes and said, 

“So you’re going to ruin the rest of our lives because of one stupid horse?” Six years that 

I remember in snapshots, frozen in time in my mind.   
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Now, I am driving home four hundred miles across the state on Interstate 84. I 

know this road so well that I feel as though I could close my eyes and let my little car 

glide along by memory. The interstate and the many hours I have spent on it feel like 

home, in the sense that home isn’t actually a place but a state of mind. That’s what John 

used to say, at least, and he would know. He and his parents picked up and moved across 

the country four times before they settled on an old homestead in Wallowa County, down 

the road from our ranch. That was a year before he and my sister started high school in 

the same class. I thought that his experiences made him seem older and wiser than most 

of the people our age, and I was fascinated with the way his life had been so spur-of-the-

moment. He told me it was overrated.  

I have come to believe that. It is days like these that I crave the steady and 

unchanging routine that used to come with the ranch. With a deep hunger, I yearn for the 

comforting sameness of our old house—truly unremarkable as it had been. Now I come 

from a run-down rented apartment in a college town and return to the tiny trailer on 

John’s parents’ property, where Elizabeth and I shared the only bedroom and Mom slept 

on the pullout couch until we both graduated and left. The transience makes me 

uncomfortable in a way, like there is something I have yet to do—something I have yet to 

complete.  

But I push the thoughts out of my mind. There is no gray sky here because the 

wind would not allow a cloud to linger. The brightness of the sun and the road force me 

to squint, but I love it because it is not rain. It is not Corvallis, where some people are still 

stuck in stuffy university classrooms, hunched over final exams, and praying the sheets of 

rain will let up for spring break. Here the end of March is vivid—wild and brilliant in a 
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way the other side of the state will never be. I do not even care that the stench of 

Boardman is permeating my small car—the smell of feedlot and death invariably 

associated with all of eastern Oregon. I don’t even care, because it is not Corvallis.  

In my mind’s eye, instead of the road, I see the dinner table in John’s house where 

we ate dinner that first night without saying anything as John’s mother, Darcy, and her 

husband, Jim, talked to Mom. The best thing about Darcy was that she never tried to 

cover up the truth because she knew that wouldn’t help, the same way it didn’t help in her 

work as a nurse at the county’s only small hospital. That night, instead of trying to make 

conversation about something else, she just kept talking to Mom in a steady voice, like 

there was nothing my mother couldn’t do to recover. I wasn’t sure it was that simple, but 

I didn’t say.  

John glanced over at me with a look that was part concerned, part questioning, 

and partly something like this was all a little bit too much for him to really understand 

what to do with. He looked over at Elizabeth, but she refused to meet his eyes and 

continued to stare at her plate. When he looked back over at me, all I could do was shrug. 

I slide my fingers over the radio buttons and turn up the volume, letting the rock 

station from Pasco take over. I intend to let the music last while it will, before the 

mountains eat the signal and spit out static. I want the noise to surround me; I want it to 

let me forget why I am going to Wallowa County—why I am going home instead of 

taking my last final exam of my last winter term as an undergraduate. For the moment, I 

am enjoying the freedom of the in between. The music pounds in my ears, and I can feel 

it reverberate throughout the car.  
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My phone rings and I hardly hear it until it is done jingling, and by the time I 

fumble it around so that I can see it’s Elizabeth calling, I end up having to call her back. 

“Sorry,” I say when she answers. 

“Don’t worry.” Elizabeth says, but I can tell she has to work on not being irked 

with me. “Where are you?” 

“Almost to Pendleton.” It’s kind of the truth. 

“You were supposed to be here by now,” she accuses. 

I know, I know. I was supposed to be there years ago so this never would have 

happened. You were supposed to have been there, too, but where were we both? Even 

when we were there we weren’t, or we would have seen, wouldn’t we? We would have 

seen this happening, our mother slowly sinking deeper and deeper into that place she 

goes when she sleeps all day. We should have noticed something before she ended up 

lying in a hospital bed. Maybe we did see it, but we just ignored it. Where have we both 

been? But I can’t say this, because I don’t know how.  

 “I’ll call you when I come down off the hill,” I promise instead, thinking that it’s 

not really fair that Elizabeth is grilling me on my timing, seeing as she only works in 

Moscow, Idaho where she went to school. Her drive to the hospital in Enterprise is a 

good four hours shorter than mine.  

There is a silence.  

Then: “John’s here,” she says suddenly, before I can say anything else.   

“Really?” I can’t help but let the curiosity slip into my voice. 

 “He wants to see you,” Elizabeth says, sounding a little uncomfortable, for which 

I don’t blame her. It can’t be easy having lived between the two of us for so long. 
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“Well, he will see me,” I say, brushing it off. “I’ll be there in a few hours, okay? 

Is Mom all right?” 

“She’s asleep. But Darcy says that’s okay. It could have been a lot worse.”  

“I know, but it wasn’t.” I hear my phone begin to cut out, so I tell her, “All right, 

I’ll see you soon.”  

After we hang up, I spin the knob and turn up the radio volume again. I don’t care 

if I won’t be able to hear in two years. For now, I just sit back and watch the road—open 

and free ahead of me. As the pavement finally begins to bend from its almost unending 

straightness and we dip into Pendleton, I can feel the butterflies in my stomach and my 

heart in my throat. I see the interstate start to climb into the mountains, and now I know 

that that feeling is more nerves than anything.  

Taking a deep breath, I shift down. The engine of my little car roars.  

“Here goes nothing,” I tell myself, and I settle my foot down on the gas pedal. 

I remember that time in snapshots. I remember everything about the feeling of 

Wallowa County, which is not lost to me even after spending months at a time away. It is 

unique and inexplicable, something my college classmates could never understand. I 

remember the biting winter winds and the snow that would cover the ground for months 

and choke out all life. I remember the bright, hot summer sun shining off the mountain 

peaks that surround our valley and drying out the soil until it was hard and brittle. I 

remember that it was always a struggle for life—fighting to keep the calves alive in the 

cold pushing through unending alfalfa harvests in the blazing heat.  

But somewhere, deep down, I also remember that with great harshness comes 

incredible beauty. 
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* * * 

 

 Wallowa County drivers are fiercely loyal to their manual transmissions. If you 

asked, they’d probably come up with a hundred reasons why, like manual cars are better 

off road, or they haul a trailer better, or they get better mileage—all of which are true, but 

I’ve come to think that it’s something else completely: It’s as though having an automatic 

would be giving in and taking the easy way out, because heaven forbid you imply that 

any resident of the county is not working hard enough at life. People who can’t handle 

working hard live in Portland and flood to the county in the summer to take pictures of 

the mountains, all the while thinking to themselves that it’s amazing anyone actually lives 

so far from a shopping mall. Being like those people is the worst sin imaginable.  

Or maybe I’m completely wrong and manual cars are just a lot more fun. John 

always thought so, and I think even Miss I-need-to-get-out-of-here Elizabeth reveled in 

the fact that she could shift a car’s gears as smooth as butter. Actually, it was John who 

taught us both how to drive, which at first I resented because he was only a year older—

thirteen—and I didn’t think that gave him the right to make me feel bad for killing the 

pickup’s engine by saying in such a superior tone, “What are you going to do when 

you’re at a stoplight and there are a bunch of cars piling up behind you?” 

“Well there aren’t any stoplights in Wallowa, so that won’t happen,” I’d spouted 

back, turning the key in the ignition to try again. 
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John had rolled his eyes and sighed, covering his face with his hands in 

frustration, but he hadn’t made a crack back about there being other places in the world 

besides Wallowa that actually needed stoplights. He’d just said, “Drive.” 

Later, I realized that John’s teaching was about a hundred times better than my 

father’s would have been. He would have had no patience for my lack of driving skill. 

Looking back on the just about forty times I killed the pickup over the space of a week, I 

had to admire John’s attitude about the ordeal, and the way that a month later we could 

both just laugh about how bad I had been. Dad never really laughed much. 

The day after we’d moved into Darcy’s trailer, John hitched that pickup to a 

flatbed and took me to Joe Raleigh’s ranch to pick up about five tons of hay. John’s 

family had always bought their hay from us right after we cut it. We gave them a pretty 

good deal, because enough to feed their five or six horses was the tiniest fraction of the 

hay we harvested to feed three hundred cow-calf pairs in the winter—and because Darcy 

always had us over for the best dinner after all three of them helped us load the hay and 

drive it down the road to their place. That summer, though, they bought an interim load 

from Joe Raleigh because Darcy didn’t think it was right to buy hay from Dad.  

Darcy and Jim were working, and Mom was out searching for jobs in Enterprise 

because bartending in the evenings at the small tavern in Wallowa wasn’t going to pay 

the rent she’d never had to pay before. Even though Darcy had been appalled at the idea 

of us paying rent at first, Mom finally convinced her that we couldn’t just live there for 

free—and who knew how long we would be there if it took Mom a while to find another 

place to live? We had to be self-sufficient, Mom said, even though it turned out she 

barely made rent payments and we never moved.  
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Elizabeth went over to her friend Kristen’s in town because she had sprained her 

wrist playing volleyball and couldn’t lift hay, and because Darcy had said it would 

probably be good for her to see her friend. So John and I were left to get the hay on our 

own. I didn’t mind, though; working made life somehow feel normal, because work is 

something that was always there no matter what. 

John didn’t say anything as we drove. Instead, he turned on the radio. The 

county’s only station, country western music of course, came in as fuzzy as it usually did. 

Every so often he’d glance over at me like he was about to say something but kept 

stopping himself, and then he’d fiddle with the volume as though that could change the 

static. Then he just drove, checking his mirrors a little too often and compulsively 

looking out at the fields and farmhouses.  

I just rested my elbow on the door and plopped my chin in my hands, grateful for 

the lack of conversation. I watched the mountains, which were devoid of snow but 

impressive just the same. In the summer, the peaks rise into a cloudless blue sky and the 

foothills melt into homesteads and green pastures in a way unlike anything I’ve ever seen 

anywhere else. Watching those mountains, I could almost believe that something in the 

world was perfect. Almost. I knew John was a little uncomfortable, and that knowledge 

reminded me of where I really was and how after today, life wasn’t going to be the same. 

It was already changing if John felt weird around me. I just sat in silence.  

Joe Raleigh’s place was not far off the highway about twenty minutes away, and 

the drive passed quicker than I thought it would. We pulled in to his driveway, the 

pickup’s tires crunching steadily over the gravel, and John backed the flatbed up into the 

big new hay barn Joe had put up two years before. The open bays of the building and the 
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high roofline would make a world of difference compared to moving hay into our stuffy 

old barn at home, which was a two-week project every year; there we could mostly work 

in the shade and still get a little bit of air, instead of just lungs full of hay particles.  

John and I started working in silence, piecing together the jigsaw puzzle of hay 

bales in the pickup bed first and then on the flatbed. We had a harmonious pattern going, 

and we switched off between lugging the hundred-pound bales from the two-story stack 

in the barn and tossing them up on top of each other in the pickup. Even with the 

ventilation, after about two tons we were both sweating and had bits of hay clinging to 

our damp faces. I attempted to tie my hair back in about three different ways to keep it 

together, but it was full of bits of hay from falling the bales from the top of the stack and 

wouldn’t smooth down comfortably.  

When Joe came out and tossed us both bottles of water, we sat down on the stack 

and took a break. He apologized for not helping, but we both said it was fine because we 

knew he had a bad back and wasn’t supposed to lift anything. Of course, three people 

would have been nice, but we were both used to moving hay. Complaining about it never 

made it go away.   

After he’d just about downed the entire bottle of water, John finally asked, 

“How’s it going?” 

Thinking he meant the hay, I pointed to the flatbed and said, “It’s fine. I think we 

can get at least another level on that last row back there.” 

He smiled, just a little bit, and clarified, “Yeah, but I was kind of more asking 

how you were doing.” 

“Oh.” I paused, and then I told the truth, “Okay, I think. I don’t really know.” 
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“I’m sorry about what happened,” he said, fiddling with his water bottle. 

“It’s…yeah, it’s pretty bad.” 

I nodded. There wasn’t really much to say to that. Of course I thought that. A 

little bit of me would have rather forgotten that it all happened, but some of me strangely 

didn’t at the same time. I couldn’t forget about it, anyway, so whether I decided I wanted 

to or not, it didn’t matter. 

“He never…” John started, sounding uncomfortable again. “He never, uh, did 

anything to you, did he?” 

I shook my head. No, my father was a jerk in some respects, but I couldn’t help 

but think that somewhere inside there was a part of him that loved us—somewhere inside 

there was a place where he had thought that what he did was not only right, but also in 

my best interest.  

“Good,” John said as he got up and tossed his water bottle aside. I’ll never forget 

the look on his face as he started working again. It all but said, “Because if he had, I’d 

shoot him.”  

 

* * * 

 

 I roll down the hill into the county’s biggest town: Enterprise, population 2,000. 

Slowing down as I enter town, the sound of the highway still echoes in my ears. 

Everything looks the same as it did three months ago when I was home over winter 

break, except now the snow has melted and tiny blades of green grass sprout from the 

brown earth, beckoned by the possibilities of spring.  
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 As I turn off the road toward the hospital, I start to think that the drive somehow 

seemed like it passed too quickly. This morning, I knew that tonight I would be sleeping 

in my old bed in the trailer, but somehow my mind easily glossed over what would 

happen in between. Now, I’m living in the moment of truth, so to speak, and I’m not sure 

exactly how to handle it. Maybe that’s a little bit of me that I get that from my mother.  

 I step out of the car stiff-legged and take a deep breath of fresh air. It is cool, but 

comfortable, and the feeling of solid ground is an odd sensation. My legs tingle a bit as I 

walk toward the hospital’s main entrance. The building is small and altogether dead; 

inside, it is clean and quiet, with no one around on a late Wednesday afternoon, and it 

smells of disinfectant and something I can’t quite put my finger on.  

 I make my way to the front desk, where Marcy Smith has worked for the last ten 

years. She couldn’t be better suited for her job. She is a rotund woman who always has a 

flush in her cheeks and pronounced dimples that make her look instantly friendly.  

 “Addie,” she says with a warm smile as I reach the desk, “It’s good to see you 

again.” She pauses a moment, fumbling with her words a bit, as though trying the pick 

the best ones. “Better circumstances would have been nice, but, well…It’s nice to have 

you back around.” 

 “Yeah,” I manage, not really knowing what to say—I’m not sure quite yet if it’s 

nice to be back around, so I don’t respond. Instead, I ask, “Is Elizabeth somewhere?” 

 “Oh, yes, honey. Down the hall, it’s the last door on the left. Darcy should be with 

them now. Your mother woke up about twenty minutes ago.” 

 “Thanks.” I smile back at her and turn down the hall, which is decorated with the 

worst green carpet and flower wallpaper; meant to be neutral and make you think of 
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serene places, instead it grates on my nerves. I just want to get out of here and get home 

as soon as possible.   

 Elizabeth sees me first, as she is in the entrance of the tiny room, leaning against 

the doorjamb. “Finally,” she says with only a hint of exasperation, grabbing my hand and 

almost pushing me into the room. “Mom, Addie’s here.” 

 I let go of my sister’s hand and I’m struck for a moment by the scene. Mom does 

not have a private room—she could never afford it. Come to think of it, she probably 

can’t even afford this hospital stay, anyway. Her bed is closest to the door, and Darcy 

stands near it fixing the IV drip. Near the window, which is uncovered and letting in a 

small square of sunlight, Mom’s roommate is an old and wrinkled woman who looks like 

she is already dead because she is sleeping so soundly.  

 The room smells of microwave food and Lysol, and my mother sits halfway up, 

seemingly buried in a mound of pillows and blankets. Her face is drawn and she looks 

pale, her hair plastered to her head because it hasn’t been washed. Of course, I never 

expected her to look good, but she looks almost as old as the woman in the next bed, her 

arms skinny and her hands frail.  

 “Addie,” she says, her voice surprisingly normal. 

 “Hi, Mom.” I glance over at Darcy, asking silent permission to hug my mother.  

She nods, “Hi, Addie,” and I lean over to hug Mom as best I can under the 

circumstances. Darcy continues, “I tried to get your mother to eat something, but she 

refuses.” 

“Mom,” I say pointedly. “You have to eat.” 
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“No, I don’t. The food tastes like it’s still frozen. I’ll just wait until I get home,” 

she says, waving her hand to dismiss the idea. 

“They won’t let you leave until you can demonstrate that you’re okay,” Elizabeth 

tells her, sounding more like Mom than she has ever sounded—Mom in her good days, at 

least. 

Although it’s hard to imagine, Mom did have good days. She had days where she 

ran the family with a kind, steady hand. Or at least it seemed like it. Maybe that feeling 

came from the haze of youth. I feel like I can remember times when she wasn’t always as 

flustered and helpless as she has been for the last six years, but I’m coming to think they 

might be figments of my imagination. Looking at her now, those memories seem more 

like dreams than ever.  

“It’s okay,” Mom says to Elizabeth. “They’ll let me go tomorrow, and we can 

forget all about this” 

“I don’t know,” Darcy says, and I have to agree. Mom doesn’t even look like she 

can lift herself out of bed. How would she be able to get all the way out to a car to go 

home? Darcy continues, looking over at Elizabeth and me appreciatively, “Although I 

feel much better now that the girls are here to take care of you.” 

“Just get some rest,” I say. “And then you can think about going home later.” 

“That’s right,” Darcy agrees. “Now, then. I’m going to go talk with the girls 

outside. I want you to finish that juice at least, okay?” 

“Maybe,” Mom grumbles, but Darcy takes that as affirmative, and we follow her 

out of the room.  

“How was your trip?” Darcy asks me as we head back toward the nurse’s station. 



 14

“A little rushed,” I answer honestly. “But fine. I just hope that a week and half is 

long enough.” I pause, hoping for her to continue so I don’t have to say it. She doesn’t 

catch my lead in, so I ask, “I mean, is Mom going to be okay?” 

“With these kinds of cases, it’s hard to tell.” Darcy looks down and messes with 

some papers on the desk.  

“What do you mean, with these kinds of cases?” Elizabeth asks the question 

before I have a chance; we both caught the slight discomfort in Darcy’s voice. 

“I know this might not be something you want to hear, but I have a feeling that 

this wasn’t an accident,” she says, in the same honest and steady voice she used with 

Mom on the day we left the ranch—a voice of truth, but also of desire to help fix things. 

“I wish it weren’t the case, but I’m usually not wrong about these things.” 

“But how do you know?” Elizabeth is getting defensive, and Darcy’s expression 

says she expected this reaction.  

She shakes her head. “I don’t. Not until she tells me. But I am concerned because 

if that’s the case, the problem will not be over when she goes back home. She might need 

more help than we can give her. I don’t know right now, but I am letting you know my 

suspicions.” 

We both look down, lost in thought about where to start tackling all the questions 

we have. I’m not sure I’ve ever been speechless before this moment, when I stand there 

wanting to say something but not being able to come up with anything that won’t sound 

stupid. For a minute, it’s as though someone else is living these moments and I am just 

watching.  
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“Why don’t you just go home and get some rest,” Darcy offers, breaking my 

thoughts. “I’ll bring back some pamphlets for you on depression and that’ll give you a 

place to start. Oh, and of course you’re welcome for dinner tonight. I won’t be much 

longer.”  

“Thanks,” I say, and Darcy smiles understandingly and leaves to help her other 

patients.  

 As we leave the hospital, I look out toward the mountain peaks still covered in 

snow and a pinkish fog from the setting sun. Mostly, the air is quiet, with the muffled 

sound of cars off in the distance. Just this morning I woke up in my Corvallis apartment 

and walked to campus surrounded by cars and the bustle—albeit gentle—of a university 

town. Not half a day later, I am more than a world away. It’s almost hard to believe it’s 

even the same state. Momentarily, I let that feeling sink in.   

 

* * * 

 

 John was my best friend for as long as I can remember him being around. Even 

though he was in Elizabeth’s class and had lots of other friends, he was a closer friend 

with me than anyone—whether or not he cared to admit it when we were growing up. I 

guess it’s weird when a girl has a guy for a best friend, but what brought us together more 

than anything were horses, and because of that we never really cared. Elizabeth rode on 

occasion, but she wasn’t a horse person. As close as she and John were, it wasn’t a match 

for the bond we had over horses. 
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 But now it’s been five years since the two of us have really talked, even though 

tonight we sat across the dinner table from each other—five years since he left for Idaho 

and I ran four hundred miles the other way. He looked so much the same, but his eyes 

were different, full of what looked like sorrow. He had hugged me when he saw me, and 

his grip was strong, comforting, apologetic. I had held onto him, taking in his familiar 

scent, but we had not talked. Five years hung between us, blocking the friendship I had 

once thought I could not live without. Five years later, though, I am successful—

excelling in my classes, accepted to veterinary school, and surrounded by university 

friends. And yet, something is missing.  

The air is freezing now, despite the fact that this afternoon with the sun shining 

the temperature hedged on the low sixties. Now that the sun has fallen behind the hills, 

the sky is clear and dark. Without much ambient light, the stars look like tiny cities 

clustered against the blackness of the universe.  

 As I make my way out to the pasture fence behind our trailer, I huddle deep into 

my sweatshirt. Only cotton, it doesn’t ward off the sharp chill as well as a coat—but 

neither do my pajama pants, which are not meant for nighttime wanderings in a mountain 

valley. In the mountains, the day and night temperature differences are profound.  

The fluorescent light on the side of the barn splashes a spotlight over the pasture 

gate, which I hop over easily. I hardly need to let my eyes adjust to the darkness because 

the moon is full, a beacon that outlines the flat top of Tick Hill, the rocky butte that 

shelters the small town of Wallowa to the north.  

 In the distance, I can see the dark shapes of the horses milling around the feeder 

picking up the last scraps of hay from the afternoon feeding. In the moonlight, I can see 
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the horses with white markings best—John’s horse Jax, a sturdy sorrel with a wide blaze, 

and the pinto splashes of Darcy’s five-year-old gelding, Chance. The other three are more 

difficult to see, but I know my red-bay mare, Brandy, is hiding behind Jax because she 

hardly ever leaves his side. Of all the other horses, he loves her the best. I think he likes 

taking care of her, even though she’s almost eleven now and not a baby anymore. 

 “Brandy girl,” I call softly.  

 The horses stop chewing and prick their ears toward me curiously. They don’t 

consider me a danger; they can smell me, and they know who I am. Chance comes up to 

me first, the youngest of the herd, and shoves his nose into my chest in greeting. 

 “Hey, pushy,” I say, shoving his face away. “Don’t be rude.” 

 He follows me as I make my way around the feeder, but Jax pins his ears to keep 

him from getting closer to Brandy. Chance shakes his head indignantly, but takes his 

place at the other side of the feeder, respecting the older horse’s authority.  

 “Thanks, bud.” I give the gelding a gentle neck scratch in appreciation and stand 

between him and Brandy. The two horses lower their heads and breathe deeply, taking in 

my smell.  

 I sink back against the feeder and run my fingers through Brandy’s forelock as 

she nuzzles the pocket of my sweatshirt.  

 “You’re a good girl,” I tell her, enjoying the radiating body heat of the two 

animals near me.  

 I look up at the sky and trace the patterns of the constellations, counting the stars I 

can never see on the other side of the state. Brandy nudges me for more attention, and 

mindlessly I begin the run my fingers down her neck in small, circular movements. The 
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night is still, quiet but for the faint sounds of the river two properties over and the horses’ 

teeth grinding in circles over their hay.  

 I don’t know what to think. With the warmth of the horses surrounding me, the 

past is so near. I know the past is what torments my mother—and even if Elizabeth might 

say otherwise, what torments us all. She knows the point we are at now was a long time 

coming.   

I know what it is like to feel as though you have nothing, but the steady support of 

the animals around me has kept me from the looming jaws of the edge for so many years. 

In a way, I always thought that for Mom, having us was the same. I guess it just wasn’t 

enough. Now, there is too much damage, maybe too much to repair.  

I bite back tears and speak to Brandy instead, “How are we going to get out of this 

one? Huh, sweetie?” 

Brandy snorts and shakes her head, poking her muzzle at me again. I wrap my 

arms over her head and clasp my hands on the top of her neck, saying, “Yeah, I don’t 

know, either.”  

   

* * * 

 

 It was John who gave me Brandy only two weeks after my horse’s death. He was 

a natural horse trainer. He had an easy way about him that soothed even the most skittish 

of colts. He never took any crap, but I never once saw him bully a horse that didn’t 

deserve it like some cowboy trainers try to do. They only ever end up ruining horses early 

on; the horses John trained were good and trustworthy.  
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When Mom found out, she insisted he take her back. I knew she was just saying it 

because she hadn’t been able to get a job—there’s not much available in the county—and 

she wasn’t sure how she was going to pay to feed a horse. I pestered her about why she 

didn’t just get the money from Dad, but she had told me time and again, “I won’t go 

crawling back to him for anything,” so after a while I just dropped the subject.  

 At first, I said I didn’t want a horse either. In the afternoons I would help John 

with his project horses that people sent him to gentle. I bumped around the pasture to the 

steady trot of John’s sorrel gelding, Jax—but that was only to help him out, because he 

needed a steady horse for one of the colts to walk beside. I tried to pretend that I was 

okay with just that, but I know it was obvious that I missed having a horse of my own.  

Every so often, I would see John look up at me as if to see how I was doing. I’d 

avert my eyes and feign obliviousness.  

 “You got that beast under control?” he’d joke, just to get my attention, because 

Jax was the biggest and laziest horse I’d ever met.  

 It was the first summer I didn’t want to help with starting the colts under saddle, 

and while John offered me a shot at any horse that came to him, I always shook my head 

and declined. Whatever horse it was, it would always go home in the end. It would never 

be mine. He didn’t push the subject, but for a little while there I thought he was sad that 

I’d refused. Then there was Brandy.  

It was early in the afternoon but already the sun was hot, and Elizabeth and I got 

out of the car with our hands full of grocery bags because we had just gone to the 

Safeway in Enterprise—twenty-five miles away—to get food. Mom was still asleep, even 

though it was well past lunch. She had been up until three in the morning at the bar 
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working. On days when she closed up, she didn’t get to sleep until almost four and often 

stayed in bed until evening. On those days, the trailer felt dead, even with the light trying 

to poke through the slits in the blinds. Taking care of the groceries had become our task, 

because even when she did wake up, Mom hardly ever wanted to drive so far to tackle the 

growing shopping list.   

 When we returned from Enterprise that afternoon, John was nearby in the round 

pen, schooling the prettiest bay filly I’d seen in a long time. She was sturdy and big, even 

though she was probably only about four or five years old, with a deep reddish-mahogany 

coat that melted into black below her knees and in her mane and tail. She trotted around 

the pen with relaxed strides—maybe a hint of laziness—and I noticed as they swiveled 

around that her ears had rounded tips. I could tell, even from fifty feet away, that she had 

a kind and youthful eye.  

 “Here,” Elizabeth said, motioning for me to hand her my grocery bags. 

 At first I didn’t understand. Because we usually argued over who had to do things 

like this, I couldn’t imagine that she was offering to do me a favor.  

 “Give me your stuff and go watch,” she said finally, with a tone that complained I 

was slow.  

 “Are you sure?” I asked, surprised. 

 “Yeah, but go before I change my mind.” 

 She scowled, but she was in a good mood. It was not serious. 

 “Thanks.”  

 I carefully added my bags to what she already carried, and then I made my way 

over the round pen, which was built on the soft grass just across the yard from our trailer.  
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 “So who’s this?” I called to John. 

 He stopped the filly with a gentle “whoa” and let her walk around as I approached 

the metal panel fence and stepped up onto the bottom bar. The horse came over to 

investigate the person in the center of the pen who had been making her work, and John 

ran his hand over her forehead and tousled her black forelock affectionately. She was 

warm from trotting, and the thin sheen of sweat made her coat shine brilliantly under the 

sun.  

 “This,” he said finally, walking toward me with the horse tagging along behind 

him, “is Brandy.”  

 “She’s cute. You starting her?” 

 “No, no. She’s green-broke. Five years old. Some guy in Joseph was getting rid of 

her for way less than she’s worth, so Mom and I bought her.” 

 Brandy nosed me curiously and I tickled her muzzle with my fingers. At first, she 

snapped her head back in surprise, but in an instant she stuck her nose back toward my 

fingers and let me tickle her again. “So what’s the deal? Is there something wrong with 

her?” 

 He shrugged. “No, the guy’s just old and doesn’t have time. She’s doesn’t have 

much training, but she’s smart. It wouldn’t take long.”  

 I moved my hand up her cheek and massaged around the base of her ears, and 

from here I could see much more clearly that their tips were almost totally round instead 

of sharply pointed. “What’s up with her ears?” 

 “I don’t know. Frostbite? He said he got her from a ranch up in Alberta. She 

might have been born in the snow.” 
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 “Aw, poor kid,” I said, but Brandy was oblivious to her ever so slight defect. 

Instead, she began to lip at my arm. 

 “Hey,” John scolded gently, pushing her face away before she had a chance to 

nibble me with her teeth.  

 “So what are you guys going to do with her?” I asked after a minute or two of 

silence, where we watched Brandy investigate us with the playful attitude of a young 

horse.  

 “Actually, we don’t really want her.” 

 “You what?” 

 “We kind of thought you might want her.” Immediately, he held up his hand to 

silence the protest he knew would come. “Before you say anything, she just came along 

and my mom couldn’t really say no. Obviously we don’t need another horse, but we 

couldn’t pass her up. She’s a great horse and we thought that maybe you could do 

something with her.”  

 “But I don’t want a horse,” I said automatically, though it broke my heart because 

Brandy was looking at me almost hopefully. With her standing right there it was hard to 

reject her, but something told me I had to. “I mean, you guys shouldn’t have. I don’t need 

another horse.” 

 John looked disappointed, and I stepped down off the fence. “I need to go help 

Elizabeth with the groceries.” 

 It was kind of a lie, but I didn’t care because I needed an excuse to turn around 

and walk back to the trailer.  
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 “Addie, come on.” John sounded exasperated as he climbed over the fence to 

follow me.  

 “I’m sorry, but I don’t need a horse.” 

 “Well, whether or not you need her, she needs someone to work with her,” he 

argued, but I kept walking. 

 “You do it. I don’t want to,” I said sharply over my shoulder. 

 “I don’t have time. And, hey, stop.” 

 I did, and faced him with my hands crossed over my chest. Instantly I felt like I 

little kid arguing with her older brother, so I let my arms drop to my sides. “I’m really 

sorry you went through all that trouble, but I don’t want a horse.” 

 “You can try to convince yourself of that, but I know you’re lying. When in your 

life have you ever not wanted a horse?” The corner of his mouth turned up in a half 

smile. “And come on, look at her.” He motioned to where Brandy was standing, watching 

us with her ears pricked toward us attentively. “If you don’t train her she might go wild 

because I don’t have time for her and then no one will want her.” 

 “Liar.” But I had to smile, just a little.  

 “Don’t be a baby,” Elizabeth said suddenly from behind me. She was standing at 

the top of the steps at the trailer’s door. “That’s a pretty nice horse.” 

 “And how would you know?” I asked, turning to include her in the conversation. 

 “Because I helped pick her up, and I saw John ride her up in Joseph.” She 

genuinely seemed proud of this fact, admittedly.  

 “It’s true,” John confirmed. “And either way, we’re not getting rid of her. We 

want you to have her.” 
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 “I guess I could try,” I said finally, watching the filly that was now mine look 

hopefully in our direction.  

 John nodded. “That’s all I’m asking.” 

 Later that evening when Mom was up and found out that I had gotten a horse, she 

started yelling how Darcy shouldn’t have done anything like that and how she needed to 

keep her charity to herself. It was so out of character for her to say that, but I knew it 

came from a feeling of uselessness. She kept slamming cupboard doors and kitchen 

drawers, and every time I heard the silverware clatter my heart dropped more.  

 “I’m sorry, Addie,” she said, and I had to admit she sounded sincere. “But we 

can’t keep this horse.” 

 “But Mom!” It was Elizabeth who argued in my defense, and I guess that was 

because this was the one thing she’d tried to do right since we moved.  

 “Elizabeth, this is too much too soon. I’m sorry. We can’t,” Mom said firmly.  

 “That is so dumb!” she said angrily, and they continued to argue for more than ten 

minutes. 

 “Just, stop,” I said finally, tired of the noise. “I don’t care.” Finally, I managed, “I 

didn’t want her, anyway.”  

 “Thank you, Addie,” Mom said.  

 But I went to bed disappointed, as much as I tried not to be. The next day Darcy 

insisted that I keep Brandy regardless, and she wrapped me in a hug that was warm and 

comforting. “Don’t worry,” she promised. “She’s your horse and no one’s going to take 

her away. I’ll keep her here as long as you want her.” 

 And I knew I wanted her more than anything. 
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Two 

 

 

 

 

 It wasn’t more than two weeks later when I found out that my father put the ranch 

up for sale and a wealthy businessman from Portland named Tom Rodney snapped it up 

in less than a day. He split our almost thousand acres into a set of three hundred and 

thirty acre trophy ranches. He put up a big gate at the main entrance, and he cut a gravel 

road out of a draw that ran up the middle of the property, so that individual driveways 

could be built to the purchaser’s choice of home site.   

Mr. Rodney kept acreage with our little house on it (the nicest plot) and bought 

some of the cattle and the one remaining horse so he could look like an authentic rancher. 

Within a few days of purchase, he paid some contractors to tear our house down, and he 

built a six thousand square foot mansion at the top of the hill above the ranch yard—sided 

completely in cedar with high flying ceilings and panorama windows. He paved a 

driveway to the mansion over the spot where our house used to be.  

I knew he built it up on the hill so the people in town could see it every time they 

drove up the highway toward Enterprise, especially at night when he turned on every 

light in the house so it looked like a beacon in the darkness. I figured he probably 

wondered why we weren’t ever smart enough to put our house on the hill where it would 

look more impressive and there was a better view of the mountains.  
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He later learned that in the county, we do things a certain way for a reason, and 

the reason our house was nestled between the hills instead of on top of them was because 

of the afternoon winds that whipped over the ranch. Mr. Rodney built himself a great big 

patio, the best that money could buy, but even he was never able to spend enough to 

outwit the brutality of Mother Nature.   

It hardly mattered, though. Mr. Rodney was in the county just about as much as I 

was in Portland. I knew he was around when I saw the shiny new Ford pickup—an 

automatic, of course—parked downtown or storming up our gravel road. One day, John 

and I were trotting Jax and Brandy up the road and he came flying by without so much as 

touching the brakes. Brandy, being rather easy going for her age, just snorted at the cloud 

of dust his tires had kicked up, but I was livid. 

“Take it easy, slugger,” John told me when he saw me clench my teeth. “He just 

doesn’t know.” 

“How can you not know?” I cried. “It’s common sense.” 

“Not where he comes from,” he said, and gave me a look that told me I knew 

better.  

I set my jaw and rode on. John was like that about some things: understanding. I 

felt no reason understand, even though my mother had consistently forced into me the 

overwhelming duty to be neighborly no matter what. Some things, I thought, were just 

beyond understanding. There were few things in life that were clear, and if I tried to 

reason out why my father treated us the way he did, I knew I would go crazy. Some 

things were just better left misunderstood.  
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My father moved to Idaho Falls, where I heard he got a job at a feedlot forcing 

cattle through a maze of chutes hour after hour, day after day. He never even came by to 

say goodbye to Elizabeth and me. In our small town, rumors flew, and I braced myself 

for them.  

I heard many things—he had a lady in another state, he was running from the 

government, he was abusive and beat my mother—all kinds of things, some of which 

could have been true, but I never knew. I heard that he’d made a million dollars from the 

sale of our property, and that half of that was rightfully my mother’s. I also heard that 

Darcy and Jim tried to persuade her to settle the matter in court, but my mother staunchly 

refused what she called a “handout” from my father and said she would make it just fine 

on her own. There wasn’t reason enough in the world to persuade her to take action, even 

though we needed the money.  

I could tell that my sister tried to pretend it didn’t bother her. I watched as she laid 

out a towel on the soft, green July grass in front of the trailer, clad in a bikini that would 

provide the fewest tan lines possible, and shoved headphones in her ears to shut out the 

world. She was gorgeous, her skin perfectly bronzed and her hair highlighted naturally 

from her afternoons on the towel poring over glamour magazines. Even then, it was hard 

for her to hide the veil of hurt that surrounded her.  

People always think it’s strange that we could live with someone for seventeen 

years and never really know him, never really talk to him, but that was just how it was 

with my father. Life was hard and there was always something that needed to be done. He 

spent his days outside and usually fell asleep in front of the television with his dinner. 

There was nothing more to tell people than to shrug and say, “That’s just how it was.” 
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I struggled in those weeks, too, but I hid it better. I had things to hide in; I had 

Brandy’s training and the colts with John. I stayed busy and poured myself into the 

animals. I watched their actions, the brief ear flicks or head turns all meaning something 

to me, an easy language I understood without effort. And when I wasn’t concentrating on 

the horses, the physical labor of taking care of the farm chores meant I could let my mind 

empty of problems as I worked. 

The July days were sweltering that year, but the evenings offered cool relief from 

the heat. I knew it was late one day because I could feel the sun beginning to drop and the 

breeze picking up a slight hint of a chill. John and I had worked five colts, and a 

squirrelly two-year-old paint had drained most of our energy reserves dragging us around 

the round pen hell-bent on getting back to the corral with his friends.  

My body ached. I could feel dried sweat all over and I could taste the dust in my 

mouth. I knew my hair was messy, and my skin felt gritty from days under the sun. I 

needed a shower, and my stomach grumbled. Still, John patted his saddle and said, “You 

want to take the horses up Tick Hill? It’ll be a nice sunset tonight.”  

“Yeah, and I’ll race you across the top,” I said, smiling at him. I couldn’t resist 

the challenge.   

“Oh, really? I don’t know about that,” he said sarcastically, grabbing two halters 

and heading out of the barn for the pasture. “I don’t know if you can handle it.” 

“You’re just bitter because I have the faster horse.” I tagged along. 

“Oh, ho ho.” He raised his eyebrows. “But can you stop her once you get her 

going?” 
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“Yes!” I said instantly, and then had to think about it for a second. “Well, no, but 

we’re working on that.”  

He laughed and tossed me one of the halters. “You’re on.”  

Within ten minutes, the four of us—John, Jax, Brandy, and I—were making our 

way toward the base of the hill that separated the town of Wallowa from the prairies to 

the north. We followed the rocky switchback trail that would take us to the top. The 

horses sensed our excitement and picked their paths quickly, maybe a little too quickly, 

but we didn’t stop them. John took the lead, because it was only the third or fourth time 

that Brandy had been up the trail. Still, she pushed forward and didn’t hesitate, sensible 

and trusting.  

Across the top of the hill we left the trail, knowing the grassland well.  

“Ready?” John asked, a look of challenge in his eyes. Even lazy Jax held his head 

high and jigged a bit against John’s request to remain slow. He could sense the 

competition, and he wanted to run. 

“Ready.” I nodded. 

“Go!” he called. 

I clapped my heels into Brandy’s sides. Both horses took off together, and Brandy 

lunged forward with the excitement and freedom of the faster pace. Jax pulled ahead, but 

mostly because John could keep him straight and true in his path, while Brandy swerved 

every few strides from a young horse’s uncertainty. I pressed her onward, encouraging 

her, the air whipping across my face and stinging my eyes.     

We pulled past Jax—or John slowed him, I never really knew—and then it was 

just us, racing west. Brandy collected her back legs underneath her and strode forward 
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faster, almost as if she were shifting gears, and I let her. I never wanted to stop her. John 

was well behind us now, but we weren’t quite to the edge of the flat top of the hill, so I 

let Brandy run.  

And it felt like we ran forever into the sunset.  

 

* * * 

 

 It’s cold again. The clouds have rolled in and look full of snow, despite the 

promises of spring that were in the air yesterday. We’re driving west, back to Wallowa. 

John is bringing Mom home from the hospital. He said he had to run errands in town, 

anyway, but I knew he was just making an excuse to be nice. I sit in the back seat with 

Mom, who watches the road silently. She looks pale, still weak, but she cannot stay in the 

hospital any longer. I don’t know what to say to her, so I find myself watching John from 

the back seat as he drives, and once he catches my eyes in the rearview mirror.  

 “It’s hard to believe you’re going to vet school,” he says, beginning the 

conversation tentatively.  

 “What a vote of confidence,” my sister says wryly, and John smiles and his eyes 

tell me that she has a point. 

 “I didn’t mean it that way,” he tells me. 

 “It’s okay,” I offer. “It’s hard for me to believe, too. Four years in Corvallis went 

by fast. It’s a little scary, actually.” 
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 We lapse into a brief silence, and then Elizabeth turns around from the front seat 

and says to Mom, “When we get home, I’m going to make you some soup with crackers, 

okay?” 

 “I don’t want it,” Mom answers, without even looking at her daughter. 

 She sounds like a child, and this tugs at me because I expect Elizabeth to explode 

at her angrily and I don’t want there to be a scene.    

 Instead, my sister begins rather calmly, “But you have to eat or you’ll never get 

your strength back. Darcy says that soup is good for you and you probably won’t feel 

sick if you eat it. Or I could make you some rice if you like that better.” 

 “No, I don’t want it,” Mom says again, “I don’t want anything.” 

 “Oh come on.” Elizabeth is still in rather good spirit, but I can tell her patience is 

wearing thin. 

 “No!” Mom says, finally turning to look at her. “Just shut up about it, okay? I said 

I didn’t want it, so don’t treat me like I’m five and just listen to me!”  

 The outburst takes me by surprise, but Elizabeth is armed and ready. “Then quit 

acting like you’re five!” she yells. 

 They begin to argue, and I close my eyes and take a deep breath. If I had to 

decide, I’d say that Elizabeth is her mother’s daughter and that I was the girl my father 

wished was a boy. I never got the impression that he particularly liked children, but I 

think that if he had to have kids—which he did because that’s what married people do—

he would have liked a son who could take over the ranch. Instead, he got two daughters 

he never seemed to appreciate.  
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He despised horses and made it clear he despised my interest in them. Mom had a 

horse, too, a pretty palomino mare, and she fought with him constantly about keeping her 

around. Finally she decided to pay the feed bills herself and he couldn’t fight her on the 

matter anymore. It wasn’t as though we didn’t have enough space. But I can still hear his 

voice, his words biting as he said cruelly to his ten year old that horses are parasites that 

deserve to be canned for dog food. “You don’t have to feed an ATV when you don’t use 

it,” he constantly reminded me. 

My entire life I pitied my sister for our cursed genetics and upbringing; she was 

doomed from the start. Elizabeth has my mother’s streak of quiet anger, a silent 

stubbornness, and as we grew older I noticed more and more her flare for violent mood 

swings and taste for whiskey. She started drinking when she was seventeen and has never 

stopped. Not that Mom is the best example of sobriety, either; the apple doesn’t fall far 

from the tree.  

Now the tables have turned—perhaps they did a long time ago. I have reached 

that point that I hear older people talk about, the point where I am no longer the child and 

she is no longer my mother, and it makes me angry. I am angry with my mother and my 

father for this burden of care at the wrong age. I want to succeed—I already have, I 

know, but in some way I’m not there yet. There’s something holding me back. 

Elizabeth is mad in a real, more here and now kind of way because of the outburst 

and Mom’s refusal to eat. For a moment, I think that we should let her kill herself if she 

wants to, but I shove the thought aside. I know that I don’t really want that to happen, nor 

do daughters think such things. I watch Elizabeth. Her eyes are stubborn and she is feisty, 
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determined to get her way—so strong looking, and yet at the same time I know she is so 

very weak.   

But, I realize, I am cut from the same mold. The pity that I always felt for 

Elizabeth applies just as much to myself as it does to her. Am I weak? I don’t even need 

to answer the question. If I follow past experience, I know that success is fleeting, a brief 

mask on reality. There is only so much succeeding I can do before I invariably fail. 

 And then I will fall into the same pit as my mother.  

 

* * * 

 

 July brought many things to the county the summer my father fled to Idaho 

Falls—warm days, still chilly nights, and tourists from Portland towing all their worldly 

possessions in an RV because God knows you need satellite television to get out and 

enjoy nature. July also brought Chief Joseph Days, a small town rodeo that attracted a 

strange mix of locals and tourists. With so many people about, July was like wildfire. 

 The rodeo grounds are just outside of Joseph, one of the only other towns in 

Wallowa County besides Wallowa and Enterprise. The tourists love it because of the 

quaint stores and the way the town is nestled beneath the wake of a giant mountain. They 

flock to the county in the summer, supporting all the cute knick-knack stores but also 

driving half the town crazy. The locals are tight knit and almost wary, protective of their 

town’s character and Wallowa Lake, the incredible glacial formation south of town so 

beautiful it could probably make an atheist believe in God.  
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 To my friends and I, the lake was a summer oasis, and we had spent many 

carefree afternoons there diving off the rope swing into the cool mountain water—an 

especially nice treat in the week after hay harvest, which always left us tired, sore, and 

splintered. But that was before my father left. My best girl friend Chelsea Connors hadn’t 

called me for weeks. I think she was scared to, scared of the kind of familial wreck she 

might witness. I couldn’t blame her for laying low, even though I was disappointed I 

didn’t get an invitation to the barbecue at her grandparents’ house on the lake like I did 

every Chief Joseph Days.  

 “You’re stuck with us now,” John joked. He stood on the back porch near the 

grill, poking around it to see if there was enough propane to run it for a barbecue his 

family had planned for the next day.  

 He looked up and smiled at me with a silly look and I knew he was trying to make 

me not feel left out. It was Friday, and the rodeo was starting that night, and Darcy and 

John had plans to deliver Jax to Joseph so one of their friends on the rodeo committee 

could use him as a pick-up horse—chasing down bucking horses and making sure 

cowboys hit the ground feet- first.  

 “It’s all right,” I said. “Mom wants to go up to the lake with us tomorrow 

anyway.” 

 And she did. She had told us that she wanted to spend time as a family this 

weekend—whatever that meant anyway. I knew we hadn’t been very good at that lately, 

if ever. I hadn’t seen Elizabeth for two days, and I just assumed she was in town with 

friends. Forcing her to the lake seemed like a poor attempt to gather our bedraggled unit 
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together. I could see her stiffening up, stubborn, because she hated doing things that 

weren’t her idea.  

 In my head, I could see a photograph of my mother in her twenties, lying down on 

her chest on a dock at Wallowa Lake, her eyes bright as she smiled and looked up from a 

book. She sunbathed with Chief Joseph Mountain, still snow-sprinkled even in July, 

protecting the crystalline water behind her. She looked like Elizabeth, only happier. 

She’d told me that Dad took that picture when they were dating, and in my mind I tried to 

imagine him smiling as he snapped it, but I couldn’t.  

 “Addie?” John asked, and I woke up from my thoughts. 

 “What?” 

 He laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It wasn’t important.” 

 We finished the chores around the house. Darcy and Jim had driven up the 

county’s north highway and over the grades to Lewiston, Idaho early in the morning to 

shop for household necessities because there was a Costco there and they could stock up, 

so it was just the two of us for a few hours. We worked in a peaceful rhythm to carve 

away at the chores, mostly silent, weeding and watering the garden first. Jim had a green 

thumb, and in the short frost-free period of the Wallowas, his raspberries grew ripe and 

juicy and flowers climbed tall and plentiful, open to the warmth of the sun. 

 John worked a colt called Robin in the round pen while I let Brandy lope around 

the big pasture on a loose rein. She collected herself underneath me, lowering her head 

comfortably and settling down for a smooth ride. We finished our rides at the same time 

and watered the horses down with the garden hose, letting the spray glance off the 

animals and cool our faces. The sun felt searing, the water sweet relief. 
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 We de-wormed each horse on the property, shoving tubes of white paste into each 

horse’s mouth—six in all, including Darcy’s liver chestnut mare Wildcat and two other 

colts. After tossing hay to the horses they kept in dirt paddocks near the barn and filling 

all the water troughs, it was late in the afternoon and we only had another hour to bring 

Jax to Joseph. Without too many words, we hitched up the pickup to Darcy’s gooseneck 

trailer.  

 I liked comfortable silences as much as talking. We worked well together. We 

smelled of sweat and horses, and both of us had almost permanently dust-stained hands 

and darkly tanned arms. None of that really mattered though; we spent the entirety of the 

half hour drive joking about tourists and trying to guess which artist recorded the songs 

playing on the radio. We talked of nothing serious, and gossiped about people from our 

school.  

 I loved the feeling of belonging I held as we unloaded Jax at the rodeo grounds 

and started to tack him up. People and horses milled around us, some of them steely 

competitors and others already buzzed onlookers. I recognized some people, but quite a 

few were unfamiliar to me—tourists wired from the excitement of such a backwoods 

event. It was one of the only times of year I felt proud that all these people traveled out 

here. I knew what they thought, that this place was amazing but you’d have to be crazy to 

want to live out here—being far away from modern conveniences as it was. During the 

rodeo, I was proud I was tough enough to belong.  

 As the sun dropped behind Chief Joseph Mountain, I posted easily to Jax’s trot, 

warming him up in the field behind the main arena. I watched the people wandering 

through the rodeo grounds, laughing and talking, and sauntering into the Thunder Room, 
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the rodeo’s bar and major attraction. I watched people I knew were underage sneaking in, 

and I laughed. It was silly to do that in the county because everyone always knew how 

old you were. Everyone had known everyone else’s kid since he or she was in diapers.   

 Before I could kick Jax into a lope, I caught John leaning against the fence at the 

edge of the field watching me intently. I turned his horse toward him and gave him a 

questioning look.  

 “Do you need him yet?” I asked, worried I’d been enjoying the ride too much to 

pay attention to time. 

 “Not for another ten minutes or so. Just have fun,” he said. For a moment, a look 

flitted through is eyes, a look of guilt, like he had been watching something illicit.  

 But I just smiled, exhilarated from riding and enjoying the cool breeze the 

evening brought. “Okay, I’ll be back in a bit.” I knew he watched me ride off, and I kept 

smiling.  

It was late that night when John and I untacked Jax at the trailer after the rodeo. 

The crowds were spilling in and out of the Thunder Room, loud even though they were 

some ways off in the distance. By the trailer, I heard crickets chirping and the light was 

low, just a few splashes of fluorescence from the arena lamps.  

 John laughed about something I said about a catty girl in my class who neither of 

us liked. I smiled as I hung up the bridle in the trailer’s tack room and set out the sweaty 

saddle pad to dry. Grabbing a brush, I was so lost in our conversation that when I headed 

back out to Jax, I didn’t even see my mother walking up to us. But I heard her, and so did 

John. He put his hand on my shoulder to quiet me and pointed.  
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 I saw my mother about fifty feet away, and she said, “That’s my girl!” so loud 

that other people in the dirt parking lot turned to stare at her. 

 She wore a skirt and tank top that made her look twenty, and she stumbled on the 

arm of a man who looked vaguely familiar and completely sober. He wore khakis and a 

polo shirt, dressed more for a country club than a rodeo, and he looked almost stately as 

he held up my mother.  

 “Addie!” My mother called, as though I hadn’t heard her the first time.  

 I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. I turned away and pushed the brush hard 

up against Jax’s hindquarters instead, but I couldn’t help seeing Mom almost tripping and 

falling as she approached us. John politely said hello before I did, but my mother seemed 

not to notice my rudeness. 

 “Addie I wanted to introduce you to my date,” my mother said, giggling a little 

bit. “Date,” she said again, as though the word were novel, and laughed.  

 For once I was glad the smell of horse sweat lingered on me and stuck to my 

hands. I turned to the man, shifting the brush from my right hand to my left, preparing to 

meet someone who had the nerve to parade around my intoxicated mother at a rodeo.  

 “Hi, I’m Tom,” he said sweetly, sickly, giving me a brilliantly fake smile. He held 

out his hand to mine, “Tom Rodney. It’s nice to meet you, Addie.” 

 “Hi,” I said almost mutely, and met his grip. It was firm, like he was cementing a 

business deal. He had sparkling blue eyes and perfectly tousled sandy hair. He was all too 

well put together for the county, and suddenly I placed his face with his fancy Ford 

pickup and his grandiose mansion that overlooked the spot where a month before my 

world had been shattered.  
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 “I’m just so excited about your property,” he continued, as though he expected me 

to be genuinely happy for him. “Your area is just so magical. Great people.” He squeezed 

my mother’s sun-tanned shoulders and looked at her affectionately. Then, he continued as 

though he were selling a housing development, “Great place to entertain friends. I see 

many possibilities here.”  

 I couldn’t speak, but it didn’t matter, because Mom went blabbering on to John 

and introducing him and asking if Tom could pet Jax because he hadn’t spent much time 

around horses. I didn’t even wonder how this had started, how the words had come out of 

my mother’s mouth and slammed against my eardrum so hard they buzzed. I could barely 

feel John’s fingers on my arm as I felt the world slowly closing in on me. In the darkness, 

I had one good memory of my father.  

 

* * * 

 

In February of my twelve-year-old year, I’d been driving for a month. Driving is 

the job on the ranch that always goes to the weakest link in the system. When we hayed 

our acres of grass and alfalfa in the summer, I drove the hay-laden pickup back and forth 

from the field to the barn until one year it became Elizabeth’s job. To me, it felt like 

graduating, to know that my father would trust me with a bigger and invariably more 

important task. To Elizabeth, it was a sweet relief from doing anything more difficult.  

 In the winter I started driving feed out to the cattle with my father. February 

started brutally and led bitterly into March, which angered my father because the cows 

inched closer and closer to calving every day. He had hoped for a gentle spring on the 
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horizon, but one afternoon as the wind spun snow violently around the pickup, the world 

looked so dark and bleak that I couldn’t even imagine the sweet green grass of spring. 

 The truck’s heater blasted as I let it crawl along in gear. Dad, bundled up in a 

thick brown Carhartt coat, knelt perched on the bales of alfalfa in the pickup’s bed, 

slicing the twine that held them together with his pocket knife and throwing flakes out 

onto the frozen ground. He created a long line of feed for the cows, whose backs were 

frosted white with snow. 

 The winter pastures were on the prairies north of our house. Hills rose up from the 

cottonwood-lined riverbanks and rolled for miles into treeless flats. In the winter, a few 

brave spikes of dead grass poked through the white, but for the most part, the only things 

visible for an eternity were cows and fences and glistening snowdrifts. Starting down in 

the valley, the snow capped Wallowa Mountains towered over the southern edge of the 

flats. But from up there, the valley seemed non-existent.  

 In the blizzard, though, the mountains were nowhere to be seen. My headlights 

reflected so much snow that I could only see a short distance in front of me. Mostly I 

watched my father through the hay bales and the back window. He was methodical and 

even, and the cows lowed with the joy of feeding time as they followed the tailgate. 

Many of them lumbered heavily with calf, and they settled to eating as quickly as they 

could. A day like this was not a good day for a calf to be born, but it was sure a good day 

for a calf to die.  

 When my father had tossed out the last of the hay, he knotted the twine and 

motioned for me to stop. Hopping out of the truck bed, he came over to my window and 

shouted over the diesel engine, “We’re one short!” 
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 He didn’t need to say anything more. I burrowed into my coat, killed the engine, 

and joined him outside. Angus cows are good mothers, and they’ll separate themselves 

from the herd when they calve. If she was indeed calving, she probably found a sheltered 

spot. Still, I couldn’t imagine any calf taking its first breath of such icy air. The cold 

attacked me as I walked behind my father, biting any exposed skin so that it burned. A 

wet newborn would freeze to death.  

 We trudged through the deep drifts, and both of us had the same idea. We had 

seen the cows in the last few days gathered in the trees by the river, which offered sparse 

shelter from the snow, but which grew down in the river’s winding draw and out of the 

wind. I stayed so close behind him that I could hear him curse. As we came closer to the 

river, we could see her in the distance, lying on a snowy island that split the river, a 

bundle of calf and birth sacs by her side. She made no move to get up, and from what we 

could see, the calf had barely poked its nose out of the fetal membranes.  

 “Let’s get her up fast,” my father said, sliding the rest of the way down the hill 

and stepping without hesitation into the icy water of the river. 

 I followed him, the water seeping into my boots and my pant legs, bitterly cold. 

The river dragged against me, though it was only ever thigh deep once, trying to pull me 

down. I struggled against the strong current, and I made it across much slower than my 

father. Once I was on the island with him, my heart was beating hard and adrenaline 

pumped through my veins.  

 My father was determined; he would not let a calf die, not after the money and 

work that went into raising its mother. He wouldn’t let a calf die because it meant his 
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livelihood dying, and we scraped by on a thin margin of livelihood. We needed all we 

could get.  

 He approached the cow cautiously, telling me to stand in front of her and talk to 

her so she wouldn’t run him over as he reached for the calf. He snuck over to the baby 

and the cow stood up, flustered. She looked to me and she looked at my father, unsure of 

whom to attack first. I talked to her calmly, though her angry, heavy breathing scared me. 

I knew she could kill me if she wanted to. I was barely a tenth of her weight, small and 

helpless as her calf in the snow. 

 My dad managed to yank the membranes off of the calf’s head so it could breathe, 

and the cow didn’t move. “It’s alive,” he said. “It’s a heifer.” 

 Heifers always were the early ones. They were valuable to us as replacements for 

the older cows, even though it was hard to imagine the pathetic little black bundle in front 

of me having a calf herself one day. At this rate, she’d be lucky to live until the next day.  

 My father stepped back. We watched as the cow started to lick the shivering baby 

clean, one ear always turned to keep a tab on us. I shook now, too, with the river water 

floating in my shoes turning to ice. I wondered briefly if I would have all of my toes in 

the morning.  

Dad came over to me and said, “She’ll get eaten down here. Coyotes,” he spat. He 

didn’t need to say that we had to get them both moving and back to the barn before dark. 

He just continued, “We’ll let her nurse for a bit, and then I’ll walk in front. You make 

sure that momma cow follows and I’ll carry the baby across the water.”  

 “Okay.” I nodded, clenching my teeth to keep them from shattering.  

 “Then you get that truck as close to here as you can, okay?” 
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 I nodded again, suddenly afraid of driving the pickup down the snowy slope. But I 

knew that if we even got that far, it would be a miracle. With a protective mother cow 

following him and a heavy heifer in his arms, my father would be lucky to make it across 

the river without dropping her. If she fell in the water, she would drown, but if she stayed 

on the island she also faced certain death.  

 Hours seemed to pass, but really only a few minutes went by before the calf 

struggled to her feet and took her first wobbly steps toward her mother’s udder. She 

found it quickly, but her mother was wary of our presence and kept moving, knocking the 

baby’s head away. I shifted from foot to foot to try to maintain circulation and watched as 

the tiny heifer became more frustrated with her task. 

 The cow snorted deeply when my father walked out in front of her.  

 “Come on, baby girl,” he said softly, almost sweetly, to the calf. “Come on, it’s 

time to go inside.” 

 He had the calf’s attention, and as he turned his back to her and walked toward 

the river’s edge, the calf took a wobbling step to follow him. I stayed behind the cow, 

encouraging her to move forward, too, and that was how we walked the fifty or so feet to 

the river—the calf, barely an hour old, picking her footing carefully in the snow as 

though she’d been walking for weeks. 

 By the time we reached the water, Dad already looked to me to see if I followed 

his plan. I nodded, and with a quick movement, I slipped between the calf and her 

mother, yelling and screaming and clapping my gloved hands together as my father 

swiped the calf into his arms. Before the cow could think, my father was trudging 

through the water with her baby.  
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 I followed him but faced the calf, my feet numb now to the cold of the river. I 

screamed as loud as I could, because the cow sucked in deep breaths, bobbed her head 

and snorted, threatening to run me over. But she was confused, too, and scared of my 

strange noises. We splashed through the water, the four of us, in a time that seemed like 

an eternity but was only a few minutes.  

 Once on the other side, Dad put the calf down on the snow and let the cow come 

to inspect her and take care of her. I ran up the hill as fast as I could, back to the truck, 

stumbling through the snow because my limbs felt detached. My heart beat heavily in my 

ears and I sucked in deep, gulping breaths of air. I couldn’t feel my feet, could barely 

sense my hands. I knew my body shivered even as I ran.  

 I slid to the ground as I tried to get into the warm cab of the truck, but picked 

myself up and jumped inside without brushing off the snow. I fumbled with the key in the 

ignition, but the engine turned over and the beast started. With no sense of my feet on the 

pedals, I prayed I wouldn’t kill it as I drove down the field, down the hill towards my 

father and the calf—as close as I could get, at least.  

 I parked on the hill about two hundred feet up from where they were and left the 

truck on. I climbed out, steadying myself on the door, and through the falling snow I 

could see my father. His coat was covered with white powder, just like the backs of the 

cows feeding on the alfalfa, and he walked with his head down. Behind him, the tiny calf 

followed—her mother behind just a few more yards. All three lowered their heads from 

the swirl of snow and pushed, because making it to the pickup meant staying alive.  

 In that moment, and even later, as I drove with the calf sprawled on the seat next 

to me, feet dangling into the shifter, I finally saw my father clearly. He stayed out in the 
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barn with the cows when we came home, even though he was drenched in ice water, and 

pushed me to go inside and warm up by the fire. I took the reprieve, feeling the cold 

sinking into my bones like lead, and stripped down to my underwear in the living room. 

Elizabeth brought me a blanket to huddle in and my mother boiled hot tea on the stove.  

 But all I could do was watch out the living room window towards the barn, and 

when I saw my father walking back toward the house, snow covered back, head down 

into the wind, I saw the man who talked gently to the calf. For all the things my father 

wasn’t, I saw him as being so incredibly real—the man the helpless calf followed up the 

hill in her first hour of existence, the man who stood like a cow on the flats and 

weathered it all.  
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Three 

 

 

 

 We get home and the outburst from the car is forgotten, just like that. Suddenly 

Mom is talkative, and as she gets into the trailer she sees that it is a mess and she wants to 

pick up.  

 “Sit down and I’ll get it,” I say, and begin to gather the old magazines and 

newspapers from the coffee table.  

 “Okay, Mom, are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?” Elizabeth asks now 

for the third time. 

 This time, Mom doesn’t seem bothered by it. She smiles at her daughter and says, 

“No, thanks, sweetie. If I feel like eating I’ll get Addie to make something for me.” 

 Elizabeth’s car keys are jingling in her hands because she has to drive back up to 

Moscow already. She can’t miss more than two days of work as a receptionist at a 

dentist’s office or she’ll be fired, and she wants to make it back over the grades as soon 

as she can because snow is predicted for this evening. I don’t hide that I’m a little 

annoyed that she is leaving, but logically know there is nothing she can do about it. 

 “All right,” she says finally, reaching over to hug Mom on the couch. “I love you, 

and I’ll be back this weekend.” 

 Only a few minutes after we hear her car pull away, Mom decides she wants some 

soup after all, so I quickly pick up the rest of the clutter in the living room and head to the 
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kitchen. As I reach in the top cabinet for a can of Campbell’s, she asks from the pullout 

couch, “Why did you and John stop going out?” 

 The question causes me to freeze momentarily, and lose track of the can opener I 

am searching for. I don’t know where it comes from or how to answer it because I’m not 

sure why she asks it, but I tell the truth, “We never did go out.”  

 “Really?” she seems genuinely surprised. “After all those years?”  

 “Yes, really, Mom.” I slice the top of the can off and pour the condensed soup 

into a pot. 

 “Darcy tells me you’re not talking.” 

 I don’t understand her sudden interest in this subject, but I don’t want to 

discourage her from talking to me. Darcy told us before we left the hospital that Mom 

needed to talk, to feel as though her family is around her. Our support would be 

everything to her. This was a critical time in which we could bring her back from the 

edge, she said, although I’m still not quite sure exactly how to do that.  

 “It’s not like it’s deliberate,” I say, which is kind of the truth. It’s not deliberate 

now, at least. “It’s just that he’s far away and I’m far away and we don’t seem to cross 

paths when we’re home anymore.”  

 This part is the truth. John went to the University of Idaho with Elizabeth when 

they graduated high school and I went to Oregon State the next year. He’s still up there, 

working on his degree in chemistry, taking an extra year because he spent a two 

semesters abroad in Australia. I know this because I’ve talked to Elizabeth and because 

John and I have recently kept in brief contact on the Internet. But all I know are these 

cursory details. I have always told myself that we have both just been busy. 
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 I add water to the soup and start stirring it as it heats up on the small stovetop, and 

my mother falls into silence. Once it’s warm, I pour it into two bowls and crumble 

crackers on the top. As I start to bring the bowls out to the living room, Mom gets up and 

says, “Don’t be silly. I’ll eat at the table properly.” 

 “Are you sure?” I ask, but she is already striding for the kitchen. I worry that this 

is too much activity for her, but she looks all right, so I set the two bowls down on the 

table and come back with two spoons. 

 I sit down across from her and say, “You know, I can take next term off and come 

back here and live with you for a little bit. I can take my classes in the summer…I mean, 

I don’t really need half of them anyway because I’ve got almost all my requirements 

done.” 

 She looks up at me for a brief moment like she might want this, but she shakes her 

head. “You are better off in school. I’m fine here by myself. Anyway, you’ll be home for 

the summer, and Elizabeth said she would come back more often.” 

 “But maybe you need someone here permanently,” I say, trying not to make it 

sound like I want to start an argument. 

 “I’ll get a dog,” she says, and she laughs. “I’ve always wanted a dog, but your 

father thought that dogs were meant to be outside and I wanted a dog to sleep in the 

bedroom with us.” 

 “We had that one dog, didn’t we?” I ask, reaching back for the memory of my 

toddler days when I would sometimes sit in the truck while my father gathered cattle. 

 “You don’t remember?”  

“Not really.” I shrug. 
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“He was a nasty little thing. Got out and killed some sheep and had to be put 

down. Vicious from the day he was born.” She paused thoughtfully. “No,” she continued. 

“I’ll get a nice dog, and it’ll sleep inside with me and keep me company.” 

 “I’m worried about you by yourself,” I persist.  

 “Don’t be.” 

 “You haven’t given me much reason not to be,” I say, and she concedes with a 

nod. 

 “I feel better, though, I really do.” 

I look up at her, and it must be with an expression of disbelief, because she says, 

“It’s amazing really. I thought I was going to die.” 

She stops and is thoughtful for a moment. 

“I thought that maybe dying would be soft and peaceful, but it wasn’t. It felt 

painful and wrong. All of a sudden I remembered this picture I have of you and Elizabeth 

when you were three and four sitting on my mare’s back, smiling. And of course she’s 

eating grass and completely ignoring you and you two just think it’s the best thing on 

earth. Before I blacked out, I saw that picture in my mind and suddenly thought that I 

wouldn’t ever be able to see it again.” 

She has stopped eating her soup and is staring out the window now.  

“And I didn’t want to not see that picture again. I didn’t want to not see you 

become a vet and not have old Marty Evans standing there grinning at you with those 

wild eyebrows going everywhere as you stand up there and get your degree.” We both 

almost laugh at this, but she continues, “I didn’t want to not see your sister joking around 

with you and John when you come home for the holidays.”  
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She pauses, more serious now.  

“But there was something missing there for a few years and I didn’t even see all 

those things that I had. I don’t know now if that’s even really gone.” 

“It’ll take time,” I say. 

“I know, but trust me when I say that I feel better. There are lots of things I want 

to do. Starting with get a dog.” As she says the last words, she is almost cheerful.  

Her tone reassures me, because it is not like the tone from the car, although I 

brace myself for when that will show itself again. I know it could, but at the moment I am 

briefly confident. 

“I think that’s a good idea,” I say. “Just don’t get one of those little yappy dogs.” 

“Oh no, I promise I won’t.” 

We eat soup again in silence for a little while, and as I gather up the dishes, she 

tells me, “You should really talk to John.” 

“I know, I will,” I assure her, and turn toward the sink to start washing. 

“He misses you,” she adds.  

I miss him, too. But I don’t say it.       

 

* * * 

 

 Autumn came the year my father left, the cottonwoods turned golden, and 

Brandy’s coat began to grow fuzzy to ward off the night temperatures that already 

hovered around freezing. There were no more colts to train, but John and I still rode 

almost every day, even as the afternoons grew shorter and colder. Unlike most of the 
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guys in school, he didn’t play sports, except for basketball, which didn’t start until 

January anyway. 

 Elizabeth bugged him about why he didn’t play football his senior year, but he’d 

just laugh and say, “Whoever wants to stand around in the cold watching a bunch of guys 

wrestle each other can do that, but I think I’ve put my parents through enough.”  

 When he laughed at her she’d make a “hurrumph” noise, cross her arms, and walk 

away like she had so many better things to do. It was clear she liked him, but I knew that 

for the moment, she couldn’t stand the fact that he didn’t play football. She wanted to 

change him and make him what she thought was popular—even though popular doesn’t 

mean much in a high school of less than a hundred people. John never even realized it, so 

I didn’t bother telling him about Elizabeth’s affections.  

 Right before school started, Darcy called out the local large animal vet to do a 

pregnancy checking ultrasound on Wildcat—which is a process in horses that isn’t nearly 

as romantic as it is with people—because the mare had been bred at the beginning of the 

summer to a black and white stallion.  

I had known Dr. Evans since I could remember and loved him and his wife, 

Sandy, just as long. He had a white mustache and somewhat frisky white hair, and his 

eyes always smiled behind his wide-rimmed glasses. He hadn’t been to school in at least 

thirty-five years, but he prided himself on knowing the latest techniques in veterinary 

medicine even if he never had a chance to use most of them.   

 “Why, Ms. Adelaide Stevens,” he said as I led Wildcat into a stall in the barn, 

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” 
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 “Oh yeah?” I said, smiling because his was so contagious and because no one 

ever called me by my full name. 

 “Yeah, I’ve been thinking a lot lately. Dangerous, I know,” he joked as he pulled 

a plastic sleeve over his arm and up to his shoulder. He squirted about half a bottle of 

lubricant into his hand and lifted the mare’s tail. As he worked his fingers into position, 

he continued, “I lost my technician. Well, she didn’t die or anything, but she’s running 

off to Montana with her boyfriend and leaving me high and dry. I’m wondering if you’d 

be interested in the job.” 

  “But I’ve got school starting in a few days,” I said, though I was pleased with the 

offer. “I don’t know if I could…” 

 “Well I know, but if you you’re interested I think I can work around that a little 

bit. School’s still going four days a week right?” By now, he had worked his arm gently 

all the way into Wildcat, forging a path for his ultrasound probe. 

 I nodded. A four-day week was common in eastern Oregon because the schools 

were so far apart. Instead of playing sports during the week like regular high schools, we 

took Friday off so the teams could travel. Or at least, that’s what the administrators of the 

school district told us. We all knew it was mostly because there wasn’t enough money to 

run a full school week.  

 “I’ll take clinic cases in the morning,” he said, pulling his arm out slowly and 

turning on his machine. He grabbed the probe and pushed his arm back into the mare, 

who seemed perturbed but not terribly uncomfortable with his presence. “Sandy can help 

me out there, but she doesn’t want to go riding around to all these farms. So I’d pick you 
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up in the afternoon when school’s done, and maybe I’m being presumptuous, but you 

could work then and some on the weekends…what do you think?” 

 He leaned in so he could reach as far inside Wildcat as possible, and she hunched 

her back agitatedly. “It’s not glamorous,” he continued. He tilted his head to the side. 

“Obviously I’ve got my hand up a horse’s ass right now, so that proves that. But I’d pay 

fair and you’d sure learn a lot.” 

 “Well, I’ll think about it,” I responded, toying with Wildcat’s forelock. 

 “Think about it?” he asked in mock surprise. Even his eyes grinned. “Come on, 

Addie. You’re my last shot. I’ll be stranded without you.” 

 “Well…” I hedged. 

 “Just try it for a week or so, and if you don’t like it, that’s fine. Just give it a 

chance.” He watched the machine as he said this, rotating his probe arm carefully to find 

the best picture. He looked up at me. “What do you say?” 

 I shrugged, and tried to think of an excuse why I couldn’t, but I knew I didn’t 

have one. Finally, I had to concede, “Sure.” 

  “Aha! I knew you couldn’t say no to someone irresistible such as myself.” I 

laughed, but he paused, training his glance on the machine. “There it is,” he said. 

 He pointed at the screen and I made my way over to look. At first all I could see 

was a messy blob of gray and white and black, a grainy image that distorted at the 

slightest movement of his hand on the probe. Then, the image became clearer to me, and 

right in the middle of the screen, I could see a tiny spot that pulsed. It was almost a speck, 

but there it was, steady and true, a tiny glimmer: a heart beat. 
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* * * 

 

 We fell into a steady routine. In the morning I went to school with John and 

Elizabeth. I liked my classes and excelled in them. Everything came naturally to me, and 

I never struggled with schoolwork like some of my classmates. When school let out, Dr. 

Evans was always waiting in his truck right out in front of the main entrance, and as soon 

as I hopped in, he went through the cases we would see before we eventually came home. 

Sometimes, we didn’t return until very late; it was always well past dark. We often drove 

a hundred miles or more in that time, to the far reaches of Wallowa County and back, 

because cases cropped up everywhere. 

Mom didn’t mind that Saturdays I worked all day. For a while there, I had no idea 

whether or not she noticed I was gone, because when she wasn’t working at the bar she 

was at home sleeping. I noticed she seemed to sulk during the weeks when Tom 

Rodney’s big pickup didn’t come flying down the road as he headed up to the ranch. 

When he was here, I saw even less of her, but the little I saw was a happier person; she 

sang in the shower, made the bed in the morning, and sometimes even cooked dinner for 

us.  

In November, I opened a bank account in Joseph because I wanted to put away 

the money I made working. I was afraid that my mother would ask for it to buy groceries, 

but she never did. Elizabeth told me that Tom Rodney was keeping her—buying us 

things when he was in the county and sending her checks when he wasn’t around so she 

could support us. She even said that Mom was talking about getting serious with him. 
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“I thought she already was serious,” I said, frowning, one day when the three of 

us met in the hallway at school. 

“Real serious,” Elizabeth said, drawing out the first word so it sounded almost 

grave.  

She walked off dramatically, and I sunk back against the locker, suddenly irritated 

with my sister. John stayed behind with me and shrugged, saying, “He might not be that 

bad.” 

I glared at him sharply, and he punched me in the shoulder. “Hey!” I cried.  

“Come on,” he said, grinning in an attempt to get me to do the same. “At least she 

seems happy with him. That’s got to be a good thing.” 

I clenched my teeth and rubbed the spot where his fist had made contact and said, 

“You know that’s not entirely true.” 

Sometimes I hated when he tried to look positively on a situation, because I 

believed there were some things that you could just be mad about, no matter what. But I 

knew that John was only trying to make me happy, and as he conceded, “I know,” softly, 

I felt sorry for being mad at him. 

“It’ll work out,” he said, and left me at my locker.    

It snowed heavily that night, from the late afternoon until a few hours after 

midnight. Then it was calm. I woke up early because I couldn’t hear the wind anymore, 

and the change to silence had triggered something inside of me. Suddenly thirsty, I 

padded to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water, careful not to wake Mom. I 

shouldn’t have bothered, really. She could sleep through anything. 
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The microwave clocked flashed 2:21 a.m. I stared out the window at the pasture, 

where in the full moon light I could see the horses huddled together with snow on their 

backs and frosted over their manes like sugar. Everything outside played before me like a 

silent movie, black and white and shades of gray, fuzzy through the small trailer window. 

Perfectly surreal. I had known these nights since I was a small child, and the comfort that 

came with them was so familiar to me. Sometimes, later, I would reach back for these 

nights, for stillness and the feeling of being safe inside during the storm. 

It was Friday, so I slept until eight—sweet relief from the extra early mornings we 

had due to the four-day school schedule—and Dr. Evans picked me up at nine. As I 

jumped into the truck and rubbed my hands together in front of the heating vents, he told 

me, “I almost went to do this one by myself.” 

“Why’s that?” I asked. 

He seemed troubled. He was scowling a bit, his eyebrows slanted like he was 

thinking too hard.  

“Because you’re not going to like this and I thought I wouldn’t torture you,” he 

said without making eye contact with me. Instead he watched the road as he pulled out of 

the drive and turned up the road north. “But honestly I need the help if it’s really what I 

think it is.” 

“Okay.” I shrugged, but I couldn’t figure out what was wrong until we didn’t turn 

past our old property like we always did headed north out of town.  

We turned down our old driveway instead, and as the truck bumped along, the 

sight felt almost unfamiliar. I couldn’t count how many times I’d been up and down it, 

how many times it had meant happiness after a long day at school or how many times I 
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had trotted my horse down it on the way meet John in the summertime. But I almost 

didn’t recognize it that afternoon, with an out-of-place wrought iron gate blocking it and 

two perfect lines of white fence leading down to the ranch yard, around the barn, and up 

the hill to Tom Rodney’s new mansion.  

It would have looked cold even if there were no snow on the ground and it wasn’t 

only white and brown and gray for miles around. The gate was stark and black, and rose 

near the middle into sharp but ornately decorated spikes. I clenched my teeth as I 

prepared to get out and open it, a task that was always mine when we reached a ranch 

with a gate. But it opened automatically, and I had to bite my lip to push back the feeling 

of stupidity rising within me.  

The big Ford pickup was parked in front of our old barn, which stood weathered 

and tall, every inch of its wood and steel roof holding a piece of Wallowa County’s 

history. The brand new pickup in front of it was a sight that struck me more than anything 

else, because we’d never had a brand new pickup and for a brief moment, looking at the 

barn, I could have believed this place was still ours.  

When I stepped outside, though, I knew it wasn’t. The ranch yard was quiet. It 

always was in the winter because the cattle moved out to the pastures north of the house 

and the horses usually huddled around a round-bale feeder eating the winter cold away. 

But it was quiet that day with a sense of coldness that didn’t come with winter or cloudy 

skies. It amazed me, because I knew that even at the worst of times, our ranch had never 

been this frigid.  

Tom came out of the barn clutching a coffee and looking rather chilled, despite 

what appeared to be a very expensive jacket. He nodded to Dr. Evans. “Thanks so much 
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for coming out on such short notice.” The man and doctor met, and they shook hands. 

“I’m Tom Rodney.” 

Dr. Evans introduced himself kindly, but his voice was hesitant as he continued, 

“I believe you’ve already met my assistant, Addie.”  

I nodded mutely, and he smiled at me. “Why yes, I have. Why don’t you come 

inside? The horse is in the barn.” 

The barn was warm compared to the outside. It was of simple construction and 

had no insulation, but it was tough and built to block the wind. Each wooden beam 

seemed to have its own unique character because no two were cut exactly the same, and 

some of the boards on the walls were weathering away at the bottoms. Still, the wood 

held warmth better than the steel barns that had started to pop up everywhere, and it was 

built to last longer. That’s the way barns were made in the old days—to stand up to a 

centuries’ worth of snowstorms and hay harvests.  

“I think she just hasn’t been feeling well since yesterday,” Tom continued, 

leading us to the one box stall in the barn that we’d often used if there was a sick or 

orphaned calf.  

As I followed behind Dr. Evans, I could just make out the ear tips of my mother’s 

old and kind palomino mare, Peaches, behind the walls of the stall. I had been surprised 

when my mother had let Peaches go with the property, the horse she raised from a filly 

since a year before I was born, the horse she had ridden around the ranch yard while 

clutching Elizabeth or me in the saddle in front of her. She had loved that mare. But I 

suppose there was no question, because in the end she loved her children more, and when 

the choice had to be made between the two, she chose us without hesitation.  
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“My son and I were down here feeding her some corn we bought at the feed store, 

and she was fine. Since then, she hasn’t seemed right,” Tom continued, and the first thing 

that struck me was that his desire to solve the problem seemed fairly genuine. It also 

registered in my mind that he had a son, and because of his description, I pictured his 

child as fairly young. Immediately, I wondered if my mother knew about his son. She had 

never mentioned him; then again, she never spoke much about Tom’s life. I don’t think 

he told her very much. That day, I wasn’t even sure if she knew he was in town. 

Then I saw my mother’s horse fully for the first time. Rocking back on her hind 

legs to take pressure off her front feet, she stood up against the side of the box stall, her 

head hanging down low and her eyes closed in obvious agony. She barely acknowledged 

us when she saw us, just sighed heavily as she shifted back as far as she could. I 

exchanged a glance with Dr. Evans, because anyone who had been around horses for a 

little while would have been able to tell the mare was foundering. 

“How much corn did you feed her?” Dr. Evans asked. I could tell he was trying 

not to sound accusatory, but I knew he couldn’t help letting a hint of blame slip into his 

tone at what seemed like such a careless mistake. 

“Not too much.” Tom shrugged, and then continued rather flippantly. “Only about 

half the bag. She really seemed to like it, so we kept feeding her.” 

“Oh dear,” was all the old doctor could say. 

Dr. Evans let himself into the stall and I pushed in behind him, the anger flooding 

into my head and pounding between my ears. Corn was sold in fifty-pound sacks, so half 

a bag was twenty-five pounds. Even to a horse accustomed to eating corn, twenty-five 
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pounds was more than double an average intake—at least triple an average meal for a 

heavily grained horse. To a horse used to eating only dry grass and hay, it could be lethal.  

Dr. Evans gathered up his stethoscope, shaking his head, and approached Peaches 

softly. “Corn is a very unnatural food for a horse, yet we feed it to them because when 

they are working they need more energy than grass alone provides. However, their 

systems aren’t meant to handle high amounts of starch. It can make them very sick when 

they eat a lot—more than a few pounds.” 

“Well, that’s all right then. She just ate a little bit too much. I’m sure there’s 

something you can do to settle her stomach?” Tom asked, reaching toward his jacket 

pocket like he was about to whip out his checkbook.  

“Oh, no, I’m afraid it’s much more serious than that. It can cause a strong reaction 

in their system that affects more than just how they feel. It can affect their feet, as well.” 

Dr. Evans looked to me. “Addie, can you explain while I listen to her heart?” 

I started slowly, unsure, even though I knew what I was talking about, “Eating too 

much can make a horse lame because it causes a reaction in their system and they lose 

connective tissue structure in their hooves. The bone in their feet, the one they walk on, 

will sort of fall out of the hoof.” He didn’t seem to be following me, but I continued, 

“And that makes them very sore. You have to work with them for a while to help ease the 

pain and then they’ll have to have special shoes…and even then they may not be rideable 

again.” 

I didn’t realize I was babbling until Dr. Evans cut me off. He carefully picked up 

one of the mare’s hooves and said, “It’s called laminitis, and the damage caused is not 

reversible. See this here?” He motioned to the hoof. 
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“Really, I’d rather not.” The businessman stepped back, and his hesitance made 

the anger bubble within me even more—half for forcing Peaches to hold her foot up a 

few seconds longer and half because if he couldn’t look at it now, then how would he 

treat it? 

Dr. Evans set down the hoof gently, a great relief to the horse, who was balancing 

on only two good feet. “The coffin bone hasn’t rotated out the bottom of her hoof, but 

I’m afraid it’s close in this one and probably in the other one as well.” 

 “So what do you suggest?” Tom asked, trying to force us to get to the point. 

“Well, we’ll have to start out by easing the pressure off of her feet with foam 

pads. We can give her some medication, but it will wear off by tonight so you’ll have to 

give it to her twice a day for the time being. I can recommend a farrier for her and write 

out a course of suggested therapies…”  

Tom cut him off, “Whoa, wait a minute. So you’re telling me that this is going to 

be a long term deal.” 

“Yes, it will be.” 

“Just because she ate some corn?” he asked incredulously, as though we had been 

joking with him and would suddenly change the diagnosis.  

“Yes.” Dr. Evans was entirely serious. “Horses have very delicate systems for 

their size.” 

Tom shook his head. “All due respect, but this seems like it might be a little bit of 

a hassle. We’re leaving soon, and…” 

We all stopped because we heard footsteps in the snow and a child’s loud voice as 

he laughed and chatted. We turned to see a woman coming into the barn from the outside, 
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a boy of two or three—obviously her child—resting against her hip. She was beautiful, 

blonde, and young. Even though she wore a thin jacket, she didn’t look cold. It seemed 

beautiful people never looked cold. Instead, she smiled happily at her son and then at us, 

“How’s the horse?” 

Dr. Evans let himself out of the stall and I followed. “I’m afraid it’s not very 

good,” he said, but spared the details because he could see the child was interested. 

The woman’s face fell, but it seemed to me like her concern would disappear as 

soon as she left. Tom now looked obviously nervous, though, as he said, “Honey, maybe 

it’s best if you take Chris back up to the house.” 

Then he glanced at me, his eyes looking frightened, wondering if I could put the 

whole story together. Dr. Evans looked at me, too, obviously uncomfortable because he 

knew what was unfolding before him. The woman turned around and said, “Okay, but 

come back soon. The fire’s going out and I can’t watch Chris and fix it at the same time.” 

He nodded, though she couldn’t see it. “I’ll be up soon.” 

For a moment, he almost looked embarrassed. Maybe it was because I couldn’t 

stop staring at him. He shook away my gaze and turned to Dr. Evans, “Please, if she’s 

going to be in pain it’s probably best just to put her out of her misery. Come up to the 

house when you’re done and I’ll take care of the bill.”  

And he didn’t look back as he walked away, disappearing into the brightness 

outside. I turned around stiffly, and Dr. Evans started before I could say anything, 

“Addie, I know it’s sad but it’s the best thing to do.” 

“I know,” I said, and I did.  
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Though I screamed at John later about the carelessness and stupidity involved in 

the situation—the total lack of concern for life and the seemingly futile way in which it 

ended—I knew it was unfair to subject anyone to the suffering that seemed to revolve 

around the ranch. And I knew there would be more suffering later, because my mother’s 

world was about to fall out from beneath her again. At least by holding the mare’s head 

and stroking her gently as Dr. Evans prepared the serum to euthanize her, I felt that I 

could help to end some of it.  

The rest was out of my reach.  
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Four 

 

 

 

 Mom found out, of course, because the whole county found out soon enough. 

Gossip spread like weeds, popping up everywhere you didn’t want to hear it—the girls’ 

locker room at school after gym or the small mercantile downtown at lunch. I pretended 

not to notice, but I could literally feel people talking about us, whispering and looking up 

at us as though they hadn’t been talking about the pity they held for us.   

Tom Rodney’s wife had only been in town one day in the almost six months since 

Tom had purchased the ranch, but she had been married to him for five years. Her name 

was Jenny, and I began to see her everywhere—at the gas station or in front of the school 

or at the bigger stores in Enterprise—and she would smile at me because she knew me. I 

wondered if she was blissfully unaware of her husband’s affair or she just didn’t care. 

Either way, she seemed so happy. When she smiled, I envied her and her easy life and the 

fact that her world would be the same as always. 

 Tom never spoke to my mother again. It seemed that in a small town he couldn’t 

get away with what he might elsewhere. When he saw her in town, he would smile and 

wave because on the outside everything had to appear normal, but he never spoke to her 

the way he had before. Elizabeth told me he had come by the trailer one day after school 

while I was working and left a check for a few thousand dollars. I was angry he could 

throw money around like that, but Elizabeth saw the help the money gave us. 
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“At least he had the decency to pay for the trouble he caused,” she said, her hatred 

for our father still simmering. 

But the money didn’t fix it. It didn’t fix the hurt that settled in my mother’s eyes. 

In a small town in a small county, there was nowhere to escape the hurt, because 

everyone knew and you could see it in their faces every time they said hello at the store. 

She went to work at night, came back early in the morning, and slept for the rest of the 

day, and the hurt never left her. 

 For Christmas the next month, John and his parents went to Idaho to visit family, 

and we had a quiet few days at the trailer before they came back. I fed the horses and 

took care of the ranch chores, which were few, and helped Elizabeth cook dinner on 

Christmas Eve. We knew Mom was not up to it, because she had been working as much 

as she could and came home more haggard and worn every day.  

We cooked a turkey rather haphazardly and sat around the small table in the 

kitchen. We didn’t even have a tree because Mom said she didn’t want one. It was too 

much work to find one, and we didn’t have any ornaments or lights. 

 “It’s just not practical,” she explained to us, and neither of us argued.   

 Our dinner seemed to cheer her up, despite its awkwardness, and by the time we 

were done with the dishes she had turned on the television to a Christmas concert and 

was singing along, every so often trying to get us to join her. Elizabeth just laughed at 

her, but I smiled because it was her first holiday alone and she seemed to be okay.  

Of course, she wasn’t alone—she had us—but the life she had known for 

seventeen years had all but disappeared. Her ranch house was gone, a lonely trailer in its 

place. And soon, her daughters would be gone, too. Elizabeth planned to go to the 
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University of Idaho if they accepted her, and I had also set my sites on college, and then 

veterinary school—though I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone yet because I knew we didn’t 

have the money.  

When Darcy, Jim, and John came back five days after Christmas, Darcy planned a 

New Years party even though there was only a day left to put it together. She asked my 

mother to help, and my mother threw herself into party preparations as though it was the 

most important event in the world. Elizabeth said that was good, and I agreed.  

New Year’s Eve dawned frigid and clear that year, with almost a foot of snow 

already on the ground. John spent the day in the trailer with us and told us it was because 

Darcy had kicked him out, claiming he was getting in the way of her preparations. But he 

was really there to bring both Elizabeth and me gifts. For Elizabeth, a silver necklace 

with a horseshoe charm on it, which she adored. John admitted, “I had to have Mom help 

me out with that one because I didn’t know what kind of necklace you’d like.” 

She squealed and clapped and jumped up to hug him. “I love it. I absolutely love 

it! It’s perfect.”  

 He told me that my present was outside, so while Elizabeth fiddled with her 

necklace, he led me over to the barn’s tack room. I noticed the present immediately; in 

the spot where my old bridle normally rested just near the door was a beautiful new 

headstall and reins of deep reddish brown leather that matched my saddle perfectly.  

Stepping up to it closer, I let my fingers trace the intricate tooling pattern and 

brush the shiny silver accents. It was simple, not all covered in chrome like show bridles, 

but it was gorgeous. I knew it had been hand made, hand tooled by the saddler in Joseph, 

and I knew it must have been expensive. 
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Because I didn’t say anything for a moment, just fingered the high quality leather, 

John started, “I saw it a while back, but I couldn’t just get it for no reason. I thought it 

would look good on Brandy.” 

“Good? You’re crazy!” I turned to him and hugged him fiercely, because it was 

beautiful and because I knew he had thought about it for months. As I gripped him, I said, 

“It’ll look great. Thank you.” 

“Easy now,” he said, laughing as he hugged me back. “You gotta make sure I can 

still breathe.”  

I let him go and laughed, too. “Sorry. It’s just cool, that’s all.” 

“Good. I’m glad you like it.” 

“But you shouldn’t have gotten me something. Especially not something like 

this.” I touched it again just briefly, feeling the suppleness of the nice leather. 

“And why’s that?” 

“Because I didn’t get you anything. And because—don’t try and tell me it 

didn’t—I know this cost an arm and a leg.”  

I didn’t realize I had squared up my stance accusingly until he laughed again. 

“Addie, you’re full of it. I can do whatever I want. It’s obviously made you happy so it 

doesn’t matter what it cost.” 

“You’re infuriating,” I told him. 

“Okay, so girls are really weird. A minute ago you were just about choking me 

because you were so happy and now you’re mad?” His eyes joked as he asked this. 

“Yes, exactly.” I tried to look at him seriously, but I knew I was grinning.  
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He couldn’t do anything but shake his head before Elizabeth burst in and asked 

him for help with the oven. She was making cookies, and because she was laughing it 

didn’t seem too serious, but she dragged John with her back to the trailer anyway. 

I stayed for a minute, looking at the bridle. He had put it all together, with a new 

bit and everything. I picked it up off the hook and ran my fingers over the brow band. 

Underneath it, on the smooth side, I could feel some tooling, so I flipped it over. Into the 

leather, he had engraved, “To Addie, Love John” with the date below it.  

I thought about what it meant all day. As the three of us baked and decorated 

cookies, I stole a glance at him every so often and found him watching me. Sometimes 

when he met my gaze, he would smile. It made my cheeks flush, and I hoped no one 

noticed. I let my mind wonder what his thoughts or intentions might be, even as we were 

swept up into the party. 

Almost forty people gathered in Darcy and Jim’s living room, and I knew most of 

them because I had known them for years and I had known their children for years. There 

was a good group of young people, and the littlest kids stuck together so the high 

schoolers could hang out without being bothered by little brothers and sisters. Darcy let 

us drink, but only after she made us promise no drunk and disorderly behavior—like 

throwing up on her carpet or terrorizing the neighbors—so by the time it was almost 

midnight, there was a sharp and fast energy to the place. 

John’s friends from his class carried him off with them, so I spent some time 

trailing around behind them. Every so often, he would make eye contact with me, but we 

hardly got to talk. My mother was making the rounds busily talking to friends, and when 

she saw Elizabeth or me she would drag us over to talk, too. I didn’t mind so much, 
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because she had a glow to her that seemed incredibly happy, and I figured that letting her 

show us off couldn’t hurt.  

The party spilled over onto the porch, but as the evening wore on, the temperature 

dropped steadily to the zero degree mark, and even the alcohol couldn’t keep people 

warm for very long. Despite Darcy’s warning, Elizabeth was drunk by ten, and though I 

normally would have been annoyed, it didn’t seem to matter to me at the time. Neither 

did the way my mother slurred her words a bit or giggled at everything, even if it wasn’t 

something funny. They seemed happy, and I felt good. That was all that mattered.  

About twenty minutes past eleven, I headed into the kitchen to get some water, 

my head swirling from the little alcohol I’d had and the noise of people talking. As I 

gulped down the water over the sink, John gently touched my arm from behind. 

I jumped, nearly choking on the water, and he laughed. I smiled, surprised he was 

alone and away from his crowd. “I’m gonna get out of here,” he said. “Want to come 

with me?” 

“Where?” I asked, confused. I knew he had had a few beers. He wouldn’t be 

driving.  

“Up the hill?” he said, and his eyes told me that this would be important.  

“On foot?” 

“No, horse,” he answered. “I just need a break.”  

“Sure,” I said. 

“Meet me at the barn, okay?”  

I slipped away without anyone noticing. The night air blasted me as I ran from the 

house to the trailer to get a snow hat and jacket and thick gloves. Zero degrees is cold—
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so cold that steam from the horses’ nostrils froze on their whiskers and the upstanding 

ends of their hairs glowed with frost. It was too cold for the harsh steel of a bit in their 

mouths, and it was too cold for the hard seat of a leather saddle. We rode in halters, 

climbing on our horses bareback to use their body heat to keep us warm.  

 The moon on the snow made the valley clear as daylight, only without any color. 

We had no concern that our horses would falter on the road up the hill. Cold snow barely 

keeps its slickness, and Brandy and Jax were well accustomed to it. They lifted their 

heads in excitement, pricking their ears forward at the path ahead, invigorated by the 

strange visit from their human masters in a time usually reserved just for horses. 

 I remember laughing at something John said, and Brandy bursting with that 

energy as she picked her feet up through the snow. John and I both were a bit buzzed, 

from the alcohol and the party, but also from each other. Out there that night we were so 

much the same, so together—our energies mixing and swirling around us. There, just the 

four of us, it seemed as though that was how things were supposed to be. The party was 

fun, but with just us together I was happy, and I couldn’t remember being so happy in so 

long. 

 The way he looked at me, I knew he was in love with me. It was so easy to see 

now, because he wasn’t holding back the way he would in a group of friends or around 

our families. He was just being. I knew I was in love with him, too, in a different way. I 

was in love with his joy, the joy that was hardly ever mine. Reaching for that joy, though, 

meant reaching for his love. Earlier I had decided I wasn’t ready for such simple, pure 

emotion, but outside I found I had let my guard sag for the evening. 
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 “I can’t believe we did this,” I said as we crested the top of the hill, and the flat 

land stretched out before us.  

 “A little too spontaneous for you?” he asked. 

 “A little too cold for me,” I said, but I grinned. 

 We made our way to the south edge of Tick Hill and pulled up the horses. The 

moon’s glow shed light on everything, but so that there were only shades of silver and 

shadow accenting nooks of the valley. The mountains stood out against the star-streaked 

black sky, and every peak was visible. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. It 

seemed as though the sight should have come with some deafening crescendo because it 

was so amazing, but the night was still and incredibly silent—except for the horses’ 

footsteps in the snow and the sound of their breathing. 

 Despite the temperature, I felt warm, bundled inside my clothes with Brandy’s 

warmth radiating through my legs. My heart pounded; I was exhilarated because we had 

left without telling anyone and because I realized what this meant to John. Nothing 

seemed to matter right then, and I wanted more than anything to just see what would 

happen if we stayed there. I wished for a kiss, but I didn’t know if it was because I had 

wanted that for a long time or if it was just because I felt more unhindered that night. 

 Then John said, after a moment of just watching the mountains quietly, “It’s times 

like these when you think there has to be a God. Or at least something out there that’s 

bigger than us.” 

 The statement caught me off guard. We had never discussed anything like this 

before, and his pensiveness was unusual. For a second, it snapped me out of my high, 

because it was thoughtful and I wasn’t in the mood for thought. Something about it made 
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me revert back to being on guard, and I couldn’t help but respond bitingly, “If there is, he 

screws up more than he does right.” 

 At that moment it was as though something shattered. The magic fled as quickly 

as it had come, and suddenly it felt cold. John looked at me, cocked his head to the side 

questioningly, and asked, “You don’t think it’s amazing?” 

 “Of course I do.” And I did, but now I felt lost, trying to recover the moment and 

bring back the magic in the conversation that I had killed. “It’s just…sometimes…” I 

stumbled with my words. Then, I told the truth. “Sometimes good things are hard to 

believe in.” 

 “It’s okay,” he said, looking down. 

 Though I knew his words were sincere, and that he was forgiving me for my 

harshness, I was disappointed in myself. He was so close to me that I wanted to reach out 

and touch his arm or his hand, but I kept my hands down on Brandy’s mane and looked 

down, too. I knew I had ruined this for him. Our ride. The night with me. I wasn’t what 

he wanted.  

 Then Brandy and Jax both lifted their heads and pricked their ears to the west as 

they heard the crackle of fireworks being set off by people in their yards in Wallowa. 

Suddenly reds and greens and blues glowed over the valley and it was no longer just 

black and white and shades of silver. From there, we could even see the people gathered 

on Darcy and Jim’s porch. Briefly, I wondered if they were looking for us. 

 “Well, hey, it’s a new year now,” John said.  

 “It is. Officially,” I confirmed. 
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 “Maybe this year will be different,” he said, with an expression on his face that 

told me he sincerely thought it would be.  

 When I nodded mutely, he glanced around almost uncomfortably. It was clear that 

our connection was completely lost, the energy from the ride up the hill drained. There 

would be no kiss tonight. We would return to the barn, dry the horses and give them 

some warm water from the house, and we would go continue being John and Addie—just 

friends.  

Truthfully, I was relieved. It was all much easier this way.  

 

* * * 

 

It was the first year that my mother tried to kill herself, though I never realized 

that until later. Still, it was clearly not better like John had proposed, especially not early 

the next morning when both Mom and Elizabeth sat hugging the toilet bowl and throwing 

up the alcohol they had consumed at the party—so much alcohol, in fact, that Darcy was 

worried she would have to take Mom to the hospital. 

“I can’t believe I let it go this far,” she said as she helped me gather glasses of 

water and medicine. “I didn’t think she was so bad.” 

I wanted to tell her that nothing was her fault, that it was my father’s fault—that it 

was Tom Rodney’s fault—but I couldn’t. I just followed her and did what she asked 

when she needed something. 

I helped her clean the house, too, which the guests had nearly ravaged. As I 

cleaned, John treaded around me carefully, as though I had suddenly become diseased. 
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He would barely even look me in the eye for a while there, and when he did, his eyes 

looked murky. They didn’t smile when they met mine, and their emptiness confused me. 

No one else noticed the change. 

For a few weeks, we saw little of each other because basketball season had picked 

up and he practiced every day. When he wasn’t practicing, the team bussed all over 

eastern Oregon—sometimes hours away for tournaments that lasted from Friday to 

Sunday. Most of the time, work kept me just as busy, but I would think of him as I 

slipped on Brandy’s new bridle when we went for rides, although those were few and far 

between because of the January ice storms and the lack of company.  

Then one afternoon we were both at home and Darcy sent us to buy a thousand-

pound round bale of hay, and instead of sitting silently in the pickup, John told me a silly 

story about some of the guys on the basketball team. We both laughed, and I could see 

that it was his way of mending things between us. I knew he was uncomfortable being on 

tense ground with people, and in the end, I guess we had both wondered if anything had 

really been broken between us in the first place. 

I asked John to the winter dance at school because the girls were assigned to ask 

the guys, and he said yes. Elizabeth seemed a little disgruntled that I’d asked him first, 

but her attentions were quickly swayed by Steven Kelley, a senior and star scorer for the 

basketball team. When he agreed to go with her, she prepared for the dance with a new 

vigor. It wasn’t like she needed to prepare much, anyway. Elizabeth was beautiful, much 

more classically than I was—or so I thought—and she knew how to do her makeup so 

she was stunning for school each day. I didn’t bother with makeup, and it never mattered 
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in our small school, where everyone had a solid group of friends. Still, some days I 

wished I could be as effortlessly beautiful as she was. 

The night of the dance, the skies cleared and froze the county’s roads hard with an 

inch thick sheet of ice. Mom had gone off hours earlier to work at the tavern downtown, 

before the roads had gotten bad. She left us a note on the kitchen table with a curling 

smiley face, telling us that she loved us, to have fun, and to be careful.      

The four of us had to pile into the pickup because the back tires of Steven’s car 

just slipped on the driveway uselessly as he tried to accelerate. But the drive to town was 

short, and when we arrived at the dance we could forget about the nasty weather outside 

and revel in the swirling world of silver and white created in the gym. 

It felt nice to have John’s arm over my shoulders as we walked in the doors 

behind my sister and Steven. His grip was comforting and familiar, almost protective, and 

while I wondered even then what the night might mean for us, it was clear (as it had been 

for weeks) that we would leave the dance and our relationship would be the same as 

always. In fact, the thought appealed to me because over the weeks we had not really 

spoken, I had missed the steady companionship more than anything. The truth was, while 

I sometimes hoped his affections meant much more, the thought that they actually might 

truly terrified me. 

We had only danced to three songs before my history teacher pulled us both aside 

and handed John her mobile phone, saying, “I think your mom needs your help.” 

We stepped outside, away from the pounding music that would have made it 

impossible to hear and into the frigid night air. I hadn’t brought a coat, not figuring I 
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would need one, and the only thing over my shoulders were the thin straps of my dress. I 

shivered as John talked on the phone, and I could hear Darcy’s voice through the speaker.   

 “Hurricane Creek?” John asked with shock in his voice. 

Darcy responded, but I couldn’t make out every word. All I understood was 

something about the pickup, and I gathered that she needed the all-wheel-drive vehicle to 

make it to the road at Hurricane Creek, which cut from Enterprise to Joseph along the 

mountains.  

My teeth were chattering by the time he hung up, and he glanced over at me with 

concern. “God, you must be freezing.” 

“A little,” I admitted. “What was that all about?” 

He started to walk back inside with purpose in his step as he spoke, “George 

down at the bar called Mom. He was concerned because your mom left about half an 

hour ago.” 

“Left? What do you mean left?”  

The warm blast of air from the gym as we pushed through the doors was sweet 

relief, and I rubbed my arms to will my circulation back.  

“I don’t know, but I guess she said she was going out to Hurricane Creek and just 

drove away.” He wasn’t looking at me as he spoke, but searched the crowd of students.  

“But she’s only got the little car,” I said, and didn’t need to add that she had no 

reason to be so far out of town—there was no one to go see, because no one we knew that 

well lived out there, and nothing so important as to leave in bad weather. 
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“I know. That’s why George got worried and called Mom, but we’ve got the 

pickup so she can’t go look for her. So hey,” he handed me the phone, “I’ll find Elizabeth 

and you go give this back. Meet me out at the truck in a few minutes.” 

Elizabeth acted more perturbed than concerned, but she had to be worried because 

the situation struck us all as rather weird. I sat in the middle of the seat next to John, and I 

watched his hand clench white over the shifter. He paid careful attention to the road as he 

gently accelerated in the darkness. I could hear the hum of the four-wheel drive, but I 

could still feel the pickup slide over the glassy road whenever we slowed down.  

John shook his head. “Man, it’s slicker than shit. There’s no way she made it all 

the way out there.” 

We crawled up the highway, looking out the windows to see if we could see her 

small red car on the side of the road. It was dark with no moon out, and we had to keep 

the headlights dimmed for the oncoming cars, which made it even harder to see anything 

from a distance.  

Elizabeth asked finally, “Did George say what she was doing out here?” 

“No,” I answered flatly. 

She sighed dramatically, frustrated. I felt her annoyance, understood it, but my 

mind focused on the scenery. It didn’t matter now why our mother had left; all that 

mattered was finding her. 

The pickup literally slid through the town of Enterprise. I knew that if we had 

needed to stop, we wouldn’t have, though John guided the vehicle along with many years 

of experience driving on the ice. We rolled around the corner onto Hurricane Creek Road, 

which stretched out long, straight, and slick in front of us for miles.  
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We were barely half a mile out of town, where the houses thinned and all we 

could see were fences lining the pastures along the road, when we saw my mother in the 

headlights—walking toward us in the distance.  

I could feel John want to accelerate to reach her, but he didn’t. Instead, because 

the pickup didn’t have anti-lock brakes, he pressed in the clutch and pumped the brake 

pedal in and out until we coasted to a stop about ten feet in front of her.  

Even from inside the vehicle I could see she had a cut on her forehead that was 

bleeding down her face. The wind, sharp like a million needles, blew her hair across the 

wound, and she had to look down to walk against it. When she looked up at us, I saw 

tears in her eyes, but I couldn’t tell if they came from emotions or the wind—which was 

so sharp and cold that when I stepped out into it I felt it might burn my skin. 

“I slid into the ditch,” she called to us as we rushed up to meet her, Elizabeth and 

I picking our way carefully across the road in our high heels. 

“Here,” John hurried to steady her with a strong arm behind her back. “You’re 

bleeding. We need to get you to the hospital so they can take a look at that.” 

“Don’t worry,” she said, and closer now I could see that even though she wasn’t 

drunk, she acted it. It was unnerving. She was in shock. “The car’s fine,” she continued. 

“Just stuck. And I’m fine, I just need to get back home.” 

“What were you doing out here anyway?” Elizabeth asked, incredulous.  

“I was…” 

She couldn’t answer because she slipped, and John struggled to hold her up. He 

looked to Elizabeth and said, “It’s all right.” And his eyes told her not to push it anymore. 
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I also wanted to know how my mother ended up on a country road miles from 

home, but I knew he was right. The cut was bigger and deeper than I had first thought, 

and we needed to get her in the truck so we could take her to the hospital. The more 

questions we asked, the more she would try to answer them rather than concentrate on 

walking. 

  When we finally hoisted her into the pickup, and John turned carefully around to 

drive slowly back into town, she said quietly, “I was looking for something, but I 

couldn’t find it.” 

And then she watched the road, as though in a trance. 

I looked to John, and his gaze was one of concern, and at first it confused me 

because there was something about it that was different. He took a deep breath and 

guided the car carefully. It almost looked as though he was shaking his head, but I knew 

he wasn’t angry or upset at missing the dance. He drove on steadily, his gaze still resting 

in my mind. 

It took me years to realize that John’s concern that night was not about my 

mother, and that in the five years since it has never been about my mother in many ways. 

It’s about me, and it’s about him, and it’s about the damage he could see in my eyes and 

he knew he couldn’t repair. It was a feeling of helplessness, a feeling of wanting to do 

right but utterly failing at every attempt.  

It was then, I knew, that his anger the night we were on Tick Hill was because he 

had started to feel me slipping away.   

 

* * * 
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 Spring eventually came as it did every year. Spring is supposed to be a time of 

regeneration, when the ground is no longer covered with snow and the brown landscape 

left in its wake is quickly brushed with green. There were always a first few brave 

flowers in March, but most waited until the end of April to blossom, because the nights 

were still cold and still offered the possibility of snow. But the grasses thrived, and the 

pastures grew lush.  

 That spring was slow to arrive, but it came. Wildcat grew heavy with foal. She 

was due in early May, and she lumbered around the pasture as though she sincerely 

wished to be done with the whole process. And as my mother sunk into her depression 

and Elizabeth turned more to school friends, I turned to my work with Dr. Evans. In a 

sense, life returned to this skewed normal. The worse it got, the more we just accepted it 

blindly. 

When I wasn’t working, John and I started riding together again, as the afternoons 

grew longer and the trails turned from ice to soft dirt under our horses’ hooves. John 

didn’t take any colts to train because it was his last spring at home, but we kept busy 

anyway. We didn’t date, we didn’t kiss, and we didn’t come close to it—he even asked 

Elizabeth to prom. I thought he might have done it just because he knew she was dying to 

go with him, but when he talked about it, he seemed genuinely excited to be taking her. It 

was the culmination of their senior year together.   

One afternoon as we saddled Jax and Brandy for a ride, I told him that a guy in 

my class named Keith Jennings had asked me to the prom that morning. Keith was nice, 

and we worked together on science projects. He was reasonably good-looking, a star 
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football player, and not as dumb as most of the guys my age, but there was nothing 

overly special about him.  

“Really?” John said, looking at me over his saddle. He stopped tightening his 

cinch for a moment. 

“Yeah. What, do you think I’m not ask-able?” I said, as a joke, but he didn’t take 

it that way. 

“Not at all. It’s just…” He seemed agitated, confused even. “You…” he started 

again, but he couldn’t finish. 

“Don’t worry about it.” I pulled my cinch tight and swung into the saddle. “I’m 

going to go with a few girls, if I even go at all. It’s more fun that way.” 

“I wasn’t saying you shouldn’t go with him,” he clarified as he hopped up into his 

saddle. 

“You weren’t?” I grinned at him and trotted off, and the subject was dropped 

there.  

 We rode our horses to the top of Tick Hill, letting them lope across the top, and 

then stopped to look out to the valley, which had finally begun to answer the call of 

spring.  

 

* * * 

 

You can usually tell when a mare is having her foal because the other horses start 

causing a ruckus—the mares do, at least, especially the ones who have never had foals. 

Sometimes they’ll throw themselves at the fences trying to get to the other mare and her 
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baby. When Wildcat had her foal in the round pen at two in the morning the day of the 

prom, I had already pulled on a pair of jeans and sweatshirt by the time John knocked on 

the front door of the trailer to wake me up. 

 “Make them be quiet,” Elizabeth grumbled sourly and half-asleep from the bed 

across the room. She shoved her head under her pillow as I slipped on my tennis shoes 

and padded out of the room.  

 The surge of excitement I had felt waking up faded quickly when I saw John on 

the front steps with concern in his eyes.  

“Something’s wrong,” he said. “I called Dr. Evans, but I don’t know…” 

I nodded and jogged out to the pen in the fluorescent glow of the barn light. The 

gate panel was propped open, and I could see Darcy and Jim kneeling down by the 

mare’s head as she remained still. Beside her was a clump of wet fur and legs, a tiny bay 

and white colt with pronounced bones and a sleepy and confused look on his face. He 

didn’t try to get up, but he called plaintively into the night air—a tiny, helpless whimper 

of a sound.  

“I think she’s in shock,” John said as we entered. “Take a look.” 

“I don’t think she’s going to last much longer,” Darcy said, stroking the mare’s 

head and keeping her distracted so Jim and his son could look at the colt.  

Careful of the mare’s hind legs even though she was remarkably still, just 

breathing heavily, I looked around her hind end. Beneath her tail a mess of her insides 

spilled out, not placenta or afterbirth, but her own insides—almost her entire reproductive 

tract. Or at least that’s what it looked like; it was dark in the shadows and the blood 

looked black as it reflected a bit of the barn light’s glow.  
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“I think that’s her uterus,” I said, unable to really believe what I was seeing. “I 

think it’s prolapsed.” 

I knew this was possible because I had read about it in the veterinary books Dr. 

Evans kept in the truck for entertainment on long drives. There was a moment of quiet, 

except for Darcy talking steadily to Wildcat and the sounds of the horse’s lungs pumping 

and her sides heaving. Still, the mare made no effort to look at her foal, which struggled 

to crawl toward her but failed miserably.  

“We have to put it back,” I said finally. “But I don’t know how. Where’s Dr. 

Evans?” 

“He said he was out on a colic in Joseph. He left a few minutes ago, but it’ll be at 

least twenty minutes before he’s even close.” John answered. His voice was steady, but 

his hand was gripping the little foal’s withers as though if he let go it would begin 

shaking.  

“Well, we have to put it back or she’ll die,” I told them. 

“She’s already on her way,” Jim said, shaking his head. 

Another silence, and I watched as Wildcat’s ribcage rose and fell. 

“Will you let me try?” I asked. “I mean, I don’t know much, but I can try.” 

“Oh, be careful,” Darcy said. “She might kick you.” 

“Not if I stand back here,” I motioned to the area behind her tail. In the dim light, 

I could see the mess of tissue and blood was soiled, covered in flecks of grass and bits of 

dirt.   

“It’s worth a try,” Jim said. “It’s either that or just watch her die.” 
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Darcy nodded, and I looked to John. “Can you get me a bucket of warm water and 

some towels?” 

He tipped his head down ever so slightly and raced off to the house. I rolled up 

my sleeves, but I couldn’t even feel the chill of the night air. Blood pumped through my 

veins fueled on adrenaline and fear. Part of me couldn’t believe that anyone could trust 

me with something like this. Part of me feared what Dr. Evans would say when he 

showed up. But there was another small part of me that was something like instinct—like 

I knew what I had to do even though I couldn’t walk through the steps in my head. 

Something about my reaction was so natural. 

While John was away, I tied Wildcat’s tail into a knot so it was out of my way. 

Then I looked down at the sight before me and reached into it, glancing warily at the 

mare as I put my hands into the still-warm pile of insides. I knew the basics of the 

reproductive tract, but only from books, where the diagrams looked so neat and clean. I 

never thought it would all look like one big, slimy clump in front of me.  

John returned quickly, and not only did he carry a bucket and towels, but a small 

flashlight and a syringe—which he had clamped between his teeth. He set the bucket 

down next to me and took the syringe from his mouth before saying, “It’s Banamine. I 

don’t know, but I thought maybe it would help.”  

He was looking at me with trust and expecting me to answer his question. I was 

about to say yes, of course, but then it dawned on me that maybe Banamine would cause 

some adverse reaction. Maybe the painkiller would do something harmful and cause her 

to bleed out. My pulse pounded in my ears. I tried to remember the pages and pages of 

Dr. Evans’ books that I had leafed through on our long drives in the truck, tried to 



 85

remember everything I had seen and been taught, but nothing came. Finally, I said, 

“Yeah, go ahead.”  

At least if I killed her, she would feel better for a little while beforehand. The 

thought crossed my mind without feeling or emotion; it was just a fact, just like this was 

just a puzzle that I had to put back together. If I thought about her unbearable pain or the 

fact that she must have known she was dying, I would have lost my stomach contents 

right there. But adrenaline and logic—a seemingly unrelated duo—kept me from that 

point.  

I watched as Darcy carefully found the mare’s jugular vein and injected the 

syrupy drug with a nurse’s gentleness. John stepped back toward me and shined the 

flashlight over my shoulder. It was small, probably the only thing he could find 

rummaging through the house, but it splashed a bright circle, illuminating the prolapse so 

the blood now looked crimson again.  

Covering the area in light also made it look worse—more confusing and more 

hopeless. I worked quickly, splashing a little of the warm water onto the tissue to rinse it 

off as best I could before gingerly starting to press it back into the mare’s tract. I had to 

assume that everything was just backwards of normal, but I wasn’t sure what normal was, 

so I just pushed.  

Her body wanted to reject the material. She was tense and her muscles worked 

against me. I rinsed and shoved as best I could my arms covered in sticky fluid up to my 

elbows. I had to shimmy over so that I was sitting directly behind her, and I could feel the 

blood and water soaking through my jeans. Her uterus was big—big enough to fit a 

foal—and as I started to get some of it back into her, it seemed as though more just fell 
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out. Finally, with an exhausted shove and help from John, I pushed it in as best I could. I 

had my arm in her elbow-deep when the headlights from the vet truck bumped across the 

dark driveway.  

I wanted to call to him to help me, but as soon as he got closer to the round pen, I 

could see that Wildcat’s breathing had slowed. I stayed where I was, pushing against her 

uterus as it pushed back at me. I couldn’t feel much of a difference in her from where I 

was, but I knew what was happening.  

Dr. Evans looked to me, covered in blood in the dim light of John’s flashlight, and 

shook his head. “I didn’t realize this was so bad,” he said with apology in his voice.  

I explained to him what had happened as he approached the mare’s side. It had 

been a long time since her last breath. He took his stethoscope out and pressed it to her 

elevated ribcage. He listened for a long time, but I knew he would hear very little. It was 

clear she was dying, that half an hour of trauma had won.  

“Most mares don’t make it with a prolapse like that,” he explained. “I’m really 

sorry that I couldn’t get here sooner, but honestly I don’t think it would have made a 

difference.” 

He gathered his stethoscope in his hands and came around to where I had started 

to pull my arm out and stand up. Suddenly I could feel the cold, made ever more 

prominent by my wet clothes and skin. The adrenaline faded, and I was left with nothing 

but a chill.  

“But it looks like Addie did a good job. She had the right idea. It’s just these 

things usually don’t work out for the best. Thankfully they’re not that common.” He 
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nodded at me approvingly, and the mix of devastation over having lost my battle with the 

feelings of pride at his praise flowed through me.  

“The little guy,” Dr. Evans continued. “He’ll probably be fine. Let’s get him 

inside.”  

Darcy nodded. “The stall in the barn.” 

“Good. He’ll need somewhere to stay warm. We can get him cleaned up and we 

can talk about getting something for him to drink.” 

The foal was still laying down where he had been all along, the first hour of his 

life one of confusion and sadness. He perked his head up and looked around, but I could 

tell he didn’t know what to think. With his father’s help, John hoisted the tiny horse into 

his arms. The colt looked frail and small, and John carried him easily against his chest, 

hands clasped together under the little bundle. I tried to follow them toward the barn but 

Darcy stopped me. 

“Come inside, sweetie,” she said gently. “You need a shower or you’re going to 

freeze.” She seemed to know my protest before I said it, and added, “They’ll be fine. 

John’s got it. Come up to the house with me.”   

My eyelids felt heavy. I don’t even remember getting in the shower. 

 

* * * 

 

 I woke early that morning in a pile of blankets on Darcy’s couch, wearing my 

own pajama pants and shirt—which Darcy must have retrieved from the trailer. The day 

was bright and clear, and for only a moment I wondered why I was there. It didn’t take 
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long for me to remember what day it was and what was going on. It was Thursday. It was 

prom. Wildcat’s foal was in the barn. And school started in an hour according to the 

clock on the wall above the doorway.   

 Everyone else was outside, even Elizabeth and Mom. They hovered over the stall 

door, but the group parted when I approached. I couldn’t help but glancing over at the 

round pen. Someone had put a tarp over Wildcat’s body.  

 “Morning, Addie,” Darcy said when I stepped into the shelter of the barn’s 

awning.  

 “Hi,” I said to the group, minus John, who must have been in the stall. “How is 

he?” 

 Elizabeth stared at me for a long time while Darcy answered, “Not bad.” 

 Uncomfortable under Elizabeth’s gaze, I looked over to Mom. She looked 

haggard; it was only six-thirty and she hadn’t gone to bed less than an hour before John 

knocked. I knew she was exhausted, but something at the back of my mind ticked that it 

was amazing she and Elizabeth had slept through the whole ordeal.  

 I made my way closer to the stall, where I saw John sitting back against the back 

wall. The colt was lying down with his head across John’s outstretched legs. He suckled 

hungrily from a bottle that John held. I noticed that he was wearing the same clothes he 

had been earlier, and despite the fact that he probably hadn’t slept at all, he watched the 

colt nurse with a satisfied look on his face.  

 Someone had rigged up one of those outdoor heaters behind a piece of panel 

fencing in the corner of the stall so the area stayed warm but the colt couldn’t 

accidentally tumble into it.  
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 “Dr. Evans left us with a lot of formula, and he’s got to eat every few hours,” 

Darcy said. “He’s going to try to find us a mare, though, one that’s lost her baby so we 

can see if they take to each other. In the meantime, he’s got to be bottle fed.” 

 “I’ll help,” I told her, and went over to the colt and crouched down by his side. 

 He looked so tiny on his own, but he wasn’t afraid of me. He didn’t look like he 

was afraid of much; actually, he looked content to sprawl out in the straw next to John. It 

was as though he had forgotten about his mother, like he didn’t remember what he was 

missing. I ran my hand down his fuzzy mane and stroked his back. He bumped me 

playfully with his nose. 

 “But first, you’ll go to school,” Mom said sternly. “He’s very cute, but you 

shouldn’t be missing school. Darcy’s taken the day off so she can be with him.”   

 It was in those moments that Mom sounded so together. I glanced back at her and 

Darcy and Jim and Elizabeth. Elizabeth had her arms crossed over her chest indignantly. 

Darcy and Jim were nodding in agreement.  

 “Yeah, you guys hurry up and get ready,” Jim directed at John and me. “You both 

need to eat and get some strength up for the school day.” 

 “And prom,” Elizabeth put in, her first words of the morning. Of course that 

would be all she thought about. 

 I looked questioningly at John, my hand still on the colt’s back. His eyes flitted 

from the colt to me to Elizabeth. 

 “Right,” he said, in that tone of voice that made it obvious he had forgotten all 

about the dance. “Don’t worry about it.”  

 “Yeah, I’ll take care of the colt tonight,” I offered. 
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 Elizabeth made a sound something like “humph” and huffed off toward the trailer. 

She had never been a morning person. Mom followed her, and soon Darcy and Jim 

headed back to the house, as well. I sat down on the straw tiredly and continued to run 

my hand down the colt’s back.  

 “We’re calling him Chance,” John told me. 

 I smiled a bit. 

 “And don’t you laugh,” he continued. “I know it’s cheesy, but it was Mom’s 

idea.”  

 “No, it’s cute.” I stroked Chance’s tiny, fuzzy ears and smiled more. “He’s going 

to be a nice horse. Really pretty.” 

 “Yeah,” John agreed, offering the colt the bottle again.  

 A comfortable silence fell between us. We were both exhausted. Finally, I said, “I 

don’t want to go to school.” 

 John responded as though he hadn’t heard a word I said, “How did you know 

what to do last night? Did you learn that all from riding along with Dr. Evans?” 

 I shrugged. I wanted to say something affirmative, but I couldn’t really say 

anything other than, “I didn’t know what to do last night. I just did something. And it 

didn’t work, so I mean…” 

 “It was pretty crazy.” His words were meant to be a compliment, I knew. He 

continued, “If she could have been saved, I think you came pretty close.” 

 I shrugged again. If I turned around I would be able to see the tarp covering the 

mare’s body out of the corner of my eye. I knew that sometimes you can try to do 

everything and it still just doesn’t work. I knew this because there had been a moment the 
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night before when I had thought that I might actually be able to save her—only suddenly 

I felt stupid because I should have known that nothing in my hands was safe. 

 “Yeah, well, pretty close isn’t enough,” I said, and got up to get ready for school.  

 I didn’t see the expression on John’s face because I left in a rush. When I stepped 

inside the trailer, Elizabeth was sulking over a bowl of cereal. Mom had settled back in 

on the pullout couch in the living room, but she wasn’t asleep. She was reading a glamour 

magazine intently. 

 “What’s gotten into you?” I asked Elizabeth grumpily. 

 “If he doesn’t go to prom with me…” she started slowly and angrily, “…because 

of that horse…” 

 “You’ll what?” I challenged, tired of her attitude. 

 “It’ll just be one more way you ruined my life,” she said, and tossed her bowl 

unceremoniously in the sink before stomping into the bathroom and slamming the door 

behind her. Mom didn’t look up from her magazine.  

  

* * * 

 

I came home in the afternoon to take care of the colt instead of going out with Dr. 

Evans, because Darcy needed a break and Jim would be working until early evening. 

John and Elizabeth left early for the dance, and I was so exhausted that I fell asleep in the 

stall around nine. Later that night, Chance woke me up just before I heard the truck pull 

into the driveway and Elizabeth’s giggle as she traversed the yard’s holes in her high 
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heels, returning from the dance. The tiny colt hardly ever stood up, but when I blinked 

my eyes open he was towering above my face, nudging my forehead with his muzzle.  

 I smiled at him. “Hungry, huh? Pushy.”  

 As I crawled out of the sleeping bag, I wiped the smudge of horse spit off my 

forehead and patted down my hair to tame it a bit. I retied my ponytail and glanced at the 

dusty but functional clock hanging on the barn wall. It was only a few minutes past 

midnight, but it felt like three in the morning. Tiredness weighed heavily on me as I made 

up a new bottle of formula for Chance. Just when he was done sucking down the last of 

the milk concoction, I heard Elizabeth and John and the trailer’s whippy screen door slam 

shut.  

 I must not have heard it the second time, because about ten minutes later John was 

standing there at the stall door. He had changed, and looked altogether normal in his 

regular jeans and T-shirt. Normal in a nice way—comforting and steady. He was smiling 

at Chance. 

 “How’s the kid?” he asked. 

 Chance was still standing, but I knew he wouldn’t be for long. He seemed to 

collapse once his belly was full. He was nibbling at the bottle with his gums and we were 

playing a game where I taught him how to back up and respect my space. He thought it 

was good fun. His tail flicked and his stubby foal ears twittered around, and I couldn’t 

help but smile at the innocent expression on his face.  

 “He just finished his bottle,” I said, and the smile that I had held while watching 

Chance turned to John. He grinned at me, and I asked, “How was prom?” 
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 John unlatched the door and made his way inside. “Oh, all right,” he said as he sat 

down on my sleeping bag next to me. “Your sister had a good time, so that was good.” 

 Chance tried to pry his way between us, and once he found the spot he wanted he 

plopped down in a pile of his gangly legs and butted at John’s thigh with his nose. John 

laughed and put a gentle hand on the colt’s forehead. As he moved his hand over the 

colt’s fuzzy ears, his shoulder bumped against mine. We had touched before, of course, 

many times—squeezing in the truck or working with a fractious horse—but something 

about this was different. I could feel him hesitate.  

 “You know, it was good of you to stay here,” he started, almost tentatively.  

 “Well, I didn’t need to go. I mean, it might have been fun to dress up…” I let my 

voice trail off as I considered my current appearance. I didn’t even know if there was still 

a remnant of Chance’s spit on my forehead, and my hair was already escaping from my 

ponytail. Not to mention it probably had bits of straw in it. Looking like that, it was hard 

to imagine feeling dressed up and pretty. 

 “It’s overrated,” he said. 

 Chance had settled his head down against my leg and closed his eyes.  

 John turned to me. I looked back at him. I couldn’t help but smile just a bit. He 

was looking at me, but not at my eyes; he was studying my face.  

 “What?” I asked, squinting at him. 

 He smiled and looked down. “Oh, what the hell,” he said to himself.  

 “What?”  I asked again, dragging it out in the voice I used to pry him for 

information.  
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 He looked back up at me, lifting his hand to trace the side of my face gently, 

brushing back a stray flyaway of hair. “You’re gorgeous, Addie.”  

 “What on earth are you talking about?” I demanded, not harshly—just 

disbelieving.  

 He answered, “Addie, I want to kiss you.”  

 Suddenly terror seized through me. John was my best friend and the only person 

who remained close to me, but he couldn’t kiss me. I had wanted it on New Years, but I 

had been relieved when he hadn’t. I loved him, but he couldn’t kiss me. He couldn’t kiss 

me because that meant he really loved me and he couldn’t love me. Not like that. I wasn’t 

the type of girl people loved.  

 I turned away, tears stinging my eyes. I blinked so that he wouldn’t see them, but 

I knew he would notice the moment I turned around. “You should go back inside,” I said, 

facing the other way. 

 I didn’t know the words would have such a strong effect until all I heard was 

silence. I turned back to him, and he was looking down at Chance. Hurt. Now I couldn’t 

control the tears. A tiny sob escaped, and they started running down my face. I bit my lip 

hard to stop them, and it worked.  

 “I don’t understand,” he said finally, making no move to comfort me. 

 The lack of his support all of a sudden made me feel groundless. “I’m sorry,” I 

said quickly. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. But you don’t want to do that.” 

 “Of course I do.” 

 “No you don’t. You just think you do and then tomorrow you’ll regret it.” 

 He looked shocked. “I would never regret loving you.” 
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 It hurt so much. Every word hurt and I didn’t know why. “Please,” I said quietly, 

the only thing I could think to say. “Just go…Chance is going to wake up again in a few 

hours…” I let my voice trail off, not realizing that the two thoughts didn’t really connect. 

 “I’m sorry,” he said as he got up. “I didn’t mean to push you.” 

 I watched him leave, and settled back against the wall. Chance was asleep, so I 

watched him for a little while. Minutes passed as I wiped my eyes and stared at the colt. I 

drifted off, but woke about twenty minutes later when my head was no longer supported 

by the wall. My throat felt scratchy and my stomach grumbled; I hadn’t eaten since 

lunch. Carefully, I slid Chance away from me and stood up. My legs tingled from being 

in the same position for so long.  

 I walked quietly over to the trailer and entered with care. Even though Mom 

wouldn’t be back for another few hours—if at all—I opened the door slowly so that it 

made no noise, figuring Elizabeth may have gone to sleep. I figured wrong. I heard them 

before I saw the pieces of John’s tuxedo and his T-shirt hung across the back of the sofa. 

He had never gone back to the house. They were in our room. Elizabeth was giggling. 

The metal bed frame creaked. And I knew; I wasn’t stupid. 

 My ears started ringing as the anger and confusion flooded my head. I couldn’t 

see. I just turned around and shoved the door open, not caring about the noise anymore. I 

let it slam behind me as I stumbled down the steps, my legs weak and my joints so loose 

they didn’t hold me up. I ran out behind the trailer to Darcy’s compost pile and threw up. 

I sat there on the grass for a second, hunched over, and the pounding in my head began to 

soften.  
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 I had felt like this before, once, and it made me sick. I threw up again, 

remembering my father’s gun and my horse falling to the ground. I remembered so many 

things I didn’t want to remember, and as tears began to break down my cheek again I 

heard Chance whinnying from the stall where I’d left him. I rushed back to the barn. 

Chance was standing, searching the stall frantically. He was confused and alone. 

 “It’s okay, baby,” I said shakily. “It’s okay, I’m here.” 

 He shoved his head in my belly, in a move that seemed half angry that I had left 

and half relieved that I was back.  

 “It’s all right, baby boy. You’re fine,” I said, but the words didn’t sound 

convincing coming from me.   

 I steeled myself against crying. I had made noise and I knew that someone might 

come looking for me. I didn’t want them to find me in such a state. Shivering, I crawled 

into my sleeping bag. Chance, satisfied that I was staying, crumpled down onto the straw 

and fell asleep with his back as close to me as possible. I put my arm over his tiny 

shoulder and let my hand rest against his ribcage, feeling the steady rise and fall of his 

breathing. I bit my lip and said things, anything, to make the colt comfortable and to keep 

myself from crying. It worked, even when I heard the door open and close again as John 

left to go back to his house. It worked so well that even though the pain seared through 

me, I wouldn’t have been able to let a tear fall even if I tried.  
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Five 

 

 

 

 The whole of the Wallowa Valley knows suffering. Though it seems so far in the 

past, today as the visitors drive in when summertime flourishes, it is not. It is always 

here, in every tree that grows tall in the mountains and every blade of grass on the valley 

floor and every cow that grazes on the prairies that stretch out to the north. For the sins of 

the fathers are borne by the sons, and a county founded upon a great tragedy will forever 

see tragedy lingering in its future. 

 Our first tragedy is of the rather famous struggle between the growing westward 

expansion and the Native Americans, the story of the great Chief Joseph, for whom both 

the mountain and the town are named. Every school teaches the story, though likely with 

some glaring historical inaccuracies, and every student at some point must learn the 

names of the chiefs who resisted the United States’ General Howard. Most have a cursory 

knowledge of the tale but soon forget the details, like anything else they learned in 

middle school history class. They were never connected to it, never cared, because today 

the valley is ours and it has been for many generations in some families. They don’t need 

to know the past. 

 But the past is brutal, and I only ever realized this in my second year of college, 

when I was forced to take a local history course to fulfill a requirement I had initially 

thought ridiculous. Then I found our professor well-versed and entertaining, keeping my 
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attention through what I had thought would be a dreary two-hour lecture. He talked about 

Chief Joseph, and with the interest sparked, I came home one long weekend and I 

searched through Darcy and Jim’s bookshelves for the old county history books she had 

picked up when they moved there. It was then that I could finally put a finger on the 

feeling that shrouded the county—the feeling that the past shadowed it, even on the 

brightest of summer days. 

 Though they roamed often, the Wallowa Valley was the heart of the Nez Perce 

territory. Some people said that Wallowa was the Nez Perce word for a device used to 

capture fish. Others claimed that it meant winding water—a definition I had always 

chosen to like better because it sounded more beautiful to me. Once when I was very 

young I had asked my teacher why it couldn’t mean both, and she had said, “No, that’s 

silly. Those two things are so different.” 

 I didn’t think it was silly. I thought our language was what was silly; we had so 

many things that had three or more useless words to describe them and the natives had 

fewer words that meant more. I thought that was more profound.  

 When the first settlers had crossed the mountains into the valley in the 1870’s, at 

first it seemed as though everyone could get along. Chief Joseph was peaceful, his people 

peaceful and respectful of the settlers. But as more settlers arrived, bringing more people 

and more livestock, the government sought to confine the natives to reservations. Once 

again, at first this plan seemed okay and Chief Joseph agreed to it, because most of the 

valley was included in the government’s maps for the reservations—and the Wallowa 

Valley was where his father and his people’s fathers were buried. 
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 Then, suddenly, the government changed its mind, revoking the lands and 

ordering that the Nez Perce be moved into a more concentrated area in Idaho. Chief 

Joseph refused, defending his father’s grave, and the government sent General Howard 

with the promise of attack if the Nez Perce did not follow orders to move to the new 

reservation. 

 Disruption tore through the Nez Perce as they were given only a month to collect 

their lives and leave the spirits of their families behind. Rather than go to war or to the 

reservation, Chief Joseph sought to flee, and he prepared his people to trek hundreds of 

miles north to the border with Canada, which meant freedom from the U.S. government. 

 General Howard attacked them as they fled—the most ruthless, horrifying thing a 

man could do under order of his government. His troops followed the Nez Perce, 

attempting to stop them before they reached freedom, forcing them to fight constantly in 

weather conditions that had now turned freezing. All the while, the Nez Perce short on 

food and supplies, the soldiers outnumbered them two to one. After five days of fighting, 

they had cut the number of Nez Perce in half, and just short of the Canadian border, Chief 

Joseph and the Nez Perce surrendered—wounded, cold, and heartbroken. Ten years later, 

Wallowa County was carved out of Union County in the name of the settlers.  

 But the violence did not stop there. Something seethed in Wallowa County, 

something primal—a thirst for blood—which I did not know until I sat hunched over on 

my bed in the trailer reading Darcy and Jim’s old books.  

 During the time of the Nez Perce demise, gold miners had staked claims in the 

Wallowa territory. Many of the people recruited to work in the mines had been 

Chinese—a fact that I had known since we took a school trip to Pendleton, where an 
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entire city had been carved out underground full of brothels, jails, and opium dens. At the 

time I had been too young to fully grasp the significance of it all, but later as I read 

through the books, I realized just how many Chinese people had settled in eastern Oregon 

in the 1800’s and later.  

 And then I read what we had not learned about in school: During the tense 

beginnings of our county, a band of boys had brutally murdered some Chinese miners 

who had been working in Hells Canyon. At first, I sat there on the bed, amazed that I had 

never learned of such an event, because it seemed like an important anecdote that could 

be used to describe the terse relations between the white men and the Chinese. 

 Then, a few months later I happened to glance at our local newspaper—a weekly 

with a rather bland quality—and my eyes caught an article about how arguments 

surrounded a plan to somehow commemorate the lives of the miners who had been killed. 

Afterwards I learned that the plan failed because those with sway in the county just 

happened to be the descendents of that gang of rogue schoolboys—and they refused to be 

shamed for the actions of the fathers so long ago.  

 As I helped with the horses that afternoon, I could feel the story weigh heavily on 

my shoulders. I felt guilty about it all, even though my father’s family had not even been 

around at the time. We had long post-dated the time of ruined natives and massacred 

Chinese. But I still felt like I carried something solid within me that I couldn’t escape.  I 

took my horse for a ride to escape the feeling, but my thoughts raced. 

Elizabeth and I were the first in our family to grow up in Wallowa County; both 

our parents had only moved there shortly before we were born. We were the first to have 

only known the protection of the great Wallowa Mountains, the first to have seen the 
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valley’s changing seasons with every season of our lives—the first to feel as though our 

blood was somehow connected to the soil beneath our feet. Even John was exempt. 

And as my horse and I crossed paths with a doe, dead and mangled on the trail, I 

wondered if maybe Elizabeth and I were the only ones left to bear the blame.  

 

* * * 

 

 I dream of a snow-white mare and her foal. She runs across the flats of our ranch, 

sweat glistening, and screams because she can’t find him. She comes to me and asks me 

to find him, but I tell her I don’t know where he is. And she just runs and screams. I wake 

up thinking the piercing sound is real, but as I get up and look outside my window at the 

pasture, the horses are calmly grazing. 

As I get dressed, I tell myself that I want to go find John and talk to him. Today is 

a good a time as any. But I quickly realize that I am too late. He has already left—rather 

early in the morning, in fact—apparently to help some of Darcy’s friends fix miles of 

fence line trashed by the winter and now needed to hold in summer cattle.   

 Relieved, I instead make breakfast for Mom and continue cleaning up around the 

house. I realize the task is much greater than I could have imagined because probably no 

one has cleaned up around here really well for years. I set out to tackle the kitchen 

drawers, which are full of important papers all just smashed into them haphazardly, but a 

knock at the door stops me before I’ve even gotten started. 

 It’s Dr. Evans, with a strained and hurried look in his face—something that comes 

with the profession. 
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 “Just the person I came to see,” he says when he I open the door. 

 “Really? Hey, how about you come in,” I offer, despite the sense of urgency in 

the air. 

 After all, it has been a long time since we have seen each other.  

 “Yes, Marty, come inside,” my mother calls from behind me.  

 “Oh, no,” he says, “I really can’t stay. But I heard Ms. Addie here was in town 

and I had a favor to ask.” He directs the next part more to me. “I hate to do this while 

your mother’s not feeling well, but I just got a call and I don’t know if I can do it 

myself.” 

 I hesitate for a moment and Mom says, “Go, Addie. It sounds important.” 

 And like that, I am out the door and walking out with Dr. Evans, who explains as 

he gets in the truck, which is still running, “It’s old Mrs. Webber out Imnaha way. You 

know how she is.” 

 I do. She’s very old and very crippled and still breeds horses every year on her 

ranch many miles outside of the town of Joseph—one of the more isolated places in the 

county. Her son comes on occasion to help her out with many of the chores, but he 

refuses to live so far out and insists she move to a care facility in the city. This argument 

has persisted for years.  

 “Katie’s gone for the week and I thought I wouldn’t have any bad cases,” Dr. 

Evans continues, naming the woman who had replaced me when I left for college. “But 

Mrs. Webber called about ten minutes ago and told me that dun mare of hers is foaling 

and it’s not going well. The poor lady I guess was standing out there all by herself trying 

to do something, but she’s so frail...” 
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 “I know,” I agree. 

 “Sounds like a dystocia, but I can’t be sure. I’m just hoping we don’t get there at 

the point where I’ve got to cut the damn thing out.” He grimaces. “I just…I knew you 

were in town and I stopped by on the off chance…” 

 He lets his voice trail off because I know his logic and he doesn’t need to explain 

anymore. We worked well together, and if he needed help there was no quicker place to 

stop by on his way out of town than Darcy and Jim’s. I settle back into the familiar seat 

and watch the road. He drives fast. On a normal day, the trip takes almost an hour and 

half, but today we cover that in almost thirty minutes less. 

 The Webber ranch is nestled into the canyon and most of its land is a sheer cliff-

face that towers behind the house, the ramshackle barn, and the corrals. The thirty or so 

mares and one stallion used to all roam loose over the rocky landscape, the mares only 

being kept in the smaller corrals near the barn before they foaled so Mrs. Webber could 

keep an eye on them. Her foals were of good quality and tough, but most were wild as 

mustangs because she never had the time—or the energy, anymore—to handle them as 

they grew up. I had thought she stopped breeding at least two seasons ago, but Dr. Evans 

tells me as we pull into the driveway that she still had one or two mares covered last year 

before selling off the stallion. 

 We can see both Mrs. Webber and the dun mare at one of the corrals. It’s a small 

space that’s supposed to be used for holding cattle between turning them out on the range 

and loading them into trucks to be shipped out—only about twenty feet wide and just as 

long—and the mare is trotting around it madly. Her whole body is soaked in sweat, white 

foam visible between her hindquarters and on her chest.  



 104

 As we get out and greet Mrs. Webber, I can see the birth fluids spilled down the 

mare’s back legs, now covered in dirt from the corral. She lets out a piercing scream, 

looking out the far side of the corral toward the herd of horses on the hill, and stops 

sharply in the corner. She lifts her tail and two of the foal’s tiny feet are just barely 

visible. But they look wrong—even I can see it: They are upside down. 

 Dr. Evans wastes no time. “Addie, can you grab the clean bucket, the rope, the 

gloves…” 

 “Got it,” I say, because he doesn’t have to explain. 

 “I’m going to get a halter on her.” And he rushes off. 

 I hurry around the back of the truck and open the boxes nestled into the truck’s 

bed. Everything is in the same place as always—a steel bucket we could fill with water 

and antiseptic soap, the rope to attach to a misplaced foal’s feet so as not to lose them 

within the mare, and the arm-long gloves and lubricant because in the field there is no 

chance to scrub clean before reaching inside a mare. 

 At a spigot by the corral I fill the bucket, the soap foaming. I dump the white 

cotton rope into the bucket for good measure, just to make sure it’s clean, and bring the 

equipment over to the corner of the corral where Dr. Evans trades me for the lead rope of 

the frightened mare.  

 I take my place at her head and talk softly to her, stroking her neck, as Dr. Evans 

calls to Mrs. Webber, “How long’s it been like this?” 

 “When I called I knew things weren’t going right ‘cause she was upset and all. 

She went down and up a lot, but the feet just popped out about five minutes before you 
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got here,” she responds, and he nods. He pulls a glove over his arm as the woman asks, 

“Wants to come out the wrong way, doesn’t it?” 

 “Backwards, looks like,” the doctor agrees. 

 We can all tell that the hooves belong to the foal’s hind legs, and foals are 

supposed to slide out with their front feet first—their heads resting on their legs so they 

get a good shot at breathing as the umbilical cord breaks and they are on their own. They 

can come out backwards, but it doesn’t work quite the same, and it has to move quickly 

or the foal could suffocate.  

 Dr. Evans plunges his arm into the birth canal, feeling his way around the foal to 

assess the problem. 

 “It’s alive,” he says. “I can feel it moving. That’s how you can tell. A dead foal 

feels kind of like a lump, and they’re harder to squeeze your arms in around.” 

 He is having a hard enough time anyway. He is a tall man, with thick and strong 

arms. The mare is small, and though her tract is loosened for the impending arrival of the 

foal, the space is tight.  

 “Okay, Addie. I don’t want to lose these legs,” he motions with his head to the 

two back feet. “Can you tie them for me?” 

 I leave the mare’s head momentarily, which is fine because she is watching her 

herd and doesn’t seem to have any need for the business happening behind her. Tying a 

loose knot to the corral just in case she decides to move, I reach for the rope in the bucket 

and loop it around the joints of each leg, securing it so that if necessary, Dr. Evans can 

pull on the rope and slip out the legs.   
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 Suddenly the dun mare decides she wants to move, and I barely have time to 

reach her head before she reaches the end of the slack in the lead rope. I undo the knot 

just as Dr. Evans slips his arms out. 

 “If she wants to lay down. Let her,” he instructs me. 

 The mare drops to the ground almost before I have a chance to get out of the way. 

She groans, a contraction trying to push out the foal.   

 “I’m going back in. The foal’s neck needs stretched. If you’ll hold the legs, I’ll 

right it.” 

 He has to almost lay down to get his arm back inside the mare, and I crouch down 

next to him gripping the rope to keep her body from sucking the foal’s legs back inside. 

Any chance they could get stuck would be more frustration for everyone involved and 

more precious time lost.  

 “Got it straight,” Dr. Evans said. “Now pull. Gently.” 

 I do. It is not as hard as I had thought, because there is little resistance in the 

foal’s body. But I pull slowly, and the foal seems to barely inch out. I can’t feel it move, 

so I pray it isn’t dead, but Dr. Evans says nothing other than encouraging words.  

 Then, it stops. I tug a little harder, and nothing happens. I tug again. 

 “It’s not coming.” 

 “Really?” he seems surprised, and this scares me.  

 He scrunches himself down, reaching deeper inside the mare, and I can see he is 

trying to find something that might be caught. After a moment, he says, “I don’t feel it, 

but I can’t reach around…” He struggles trying to reach under the baby. There isn’t 
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enough space for the large part of his arm. “I can’t feel it, but maybe there’s an elbow 

stuck on her pelvic bone.”  

 He looks up to old Mrs. Webber, still watching from the corral gate. “Do you 

mind if I have Addie reach in?” 

 The request strikes me as surprising, but only because I have spent so much time 

away from the county. On the western side of the state, you have to be concerned about 

lawsuits, but here all that matters is getting the animal fixed. If it is me that reaches in—

because I have smaller, thinner arms—then it is me, and that’s just how it’s going to be.  

 “Go for it, darling,” the woman answers. 

 I look to Dr. Evans for direction as he hands me a sleeve. “I think it’s the bottom 

front leg,” he explains, his breath short from the effort. “I could feel the top one.” 

 “Okay.” I nod. 

 “Just go in nice and gentle. See if you can dislodge it.”  

 He’s sitting down on his knees now, behind the mare’s tail, watching me as I 

shimmy up against the ground and push my hand slowly into the mare’s reproductive 

tract. It is warm, and it feels like it did five years ago when it was Wildcat and not the 

dun mare. Only this mare is more alive, and struggles so much that Dr. Evans has to 

move away to her head to quiet her. 

 It takes me a minute, but I get my bearings. I can feel the foal all over, most of its 

weight on top of my arm. I slide along against its body and I can feel its ribs. I push 

farther, and I hit the point of its shoulder. Feeling gently down, I am up against the 

mare’s bone. Dr. Evans is right. The foal’s elbow is hooked, and it must be lifted up and 

off the mare’s pelvic bone. 
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 After a minute of struggle, I can feel it dislodge.  

 “Okay, it’s off. Should I pull?” 

 “Yes,” he says. 

 With my other hand I grab the rope and yank, first a bit too hard, then with just 

the right pressure so the foal slides out right next to me, all of it and the birthing sacs all 

on the ground next to my body—like we both just came from the same place.  

 It’s alive, and less than twenty minutes later both the foal—a colt, dun like its 

mother—and the mare are standing in the corner of the corral as though nothing strange 

had happened. I am breathless, covered in blood, but exhilarated. 

 “Surprised that worked?” Dr. Evans asks with a sparkle in his eye as we clean up 

from the spigot near the corral. 

 “Yes, actually,” I admit. 

 “You did a fabulous job.”  

 I brush off his praise and concentrate on washing off my hands and clothes as best 

possible, at least well enough to be able to drive back to Wallowa. While Dr. Evans talks 

to Mrs. Webber, I find a spot at the fence to watch the mare teaching her foal to nurse by 

nudging him in the hindquarters and trying to push him to her teat. The colt catches on 

quickly, and takes a long drink before collapsing on the ground, exhausted already.  

 I smile.  

 “One of the better outcomes in veterinary medicine,” Dr. Evans says as he comes 

up behind me. 

 “Sometimes there aren’t too many of those,” I respond.  
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He picks a spot next to me to rest a moment before the long drive back. “True,” 

he says. “But you don’t let it stop you. One good moment like this is worth a million of 

the bad ones.” 

 He pauses as we both watch the mare and foal. The mare seems contented, and 

lets her eyes close sleepily as her foal naps at her feet. They are both blissfully oblivious 

to the trouble they caused, or what could have happened if a few more minutes had been 

wasted.  

 “You’re going to make a great vet, Addie. You better believe that.” 

 I smile again, but I don’t know what to say in response. He shakes his head at my 

coyness and claps his hands together. “Come on, let’s head back down the valley.” 

 Once in the truck, I notice that we’ve been gone for over three hours. I am 

exhausted, my muscles tingling with what will be a deep ache tonight. With the familiar 

rumble of the truck’s engine in my ears, I let myself drift to sleep on the drive home.  

And I dream. It’s of the white mare again, and she has spent days searching for 

her foal. At first, all I can see is her frantically screaming like before, running up and 

down the field. Then I see the corral, where John and Elizabeth and Darcy and even Mom 

are standing, crouched over a tiny foal on the ground. The mare screams and runs to 

them, and as I follow I can see that the black colt is very much alive. I watch as she runs 

over to John and breathes heavily with relief, having finally found her foal back at the 

corral where she left him in the first place.   

 

* * * 
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It’s Saturday. Mom has been home for two days, and Elizabeth drove back into 

town from Moscow last night after work. The sun is shining and it is warm enough to sit 

outside, so this morning Jim decided to thaw some of the meat from last year’s elk 

hunting season and have a barbecue.   

 The smell of just-lit coals floats through the backyard. The grass is brown still, 

just recovering from a winter of snow, and it feels scratchy as tickles the edges of my feet 

around my flip-flops. Here the only distinct sounds are the ones we make—all of us 

talking, except for John, who has been helping fix fence today, too. He’ll be here soon, 

though. He wouldn’t miss a barbecue for the world. 

Atmosphere is how the county is different from anywhere else I’ve been. When 

you’re outside, all you hear is the sound of the outside. I can faintly make out the river 

rushing over the rocks, full from snowmelt, a cow calling to her calf a few properties 

away, and the birds playing a game of tag in the sky.  

Elizabeth jokes with Darcy about salad dressing, and they are both laughing. I 

look over at Mom, and even she manages to smile. I suppose nearly dying does that to 

you; it makes you think about everything as though it’s new. Elizabeth’s stupid salad joke 

is a gift to her. And I have to admit, having Elizabeth around makes me feel happy, too. 

This afternoon feels so much like the past. I can’t decide if it hurts that wound the past 

has left or if it helps to heal it.   

 I pick up a glass of Darcy’s homemade lemonade and find my favorite spot. 

Sitting on the porch railing leaning up against the weathered wood siding of the house, I 

can look out across the main pasture to the mountains, which sit ever still and majestic in 
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the distance. It’s a near distance, though, and I can feel that I am in the protective cradle 

they guard vigilantly. 

 Brandy and Jax are the only two horses gathered at the fence by the house, near 

the barn. Brandy looks at me hopefully, and I smile at her. “Not now, silly,” I tell her as 

though she can understand my every word. “This food’s for us.”  

 She tosses her head with impatience, and her black forelock falls in a mess over 

her rounded ears. Jax has settled near her hip, happy just to have her company. Raised as 

a working horse and not a girl’s pet, he doesn’t see the fence as an opportunity for treats. 

But he looks up for a moment and pricks his ears in my direction, as if to ask if 

something is going on that requires his attention.  

 “They make a cute picture,” Mom says, coming from her spot at the porch table 

and taking a place sitting on the railing across from me.  

 “Yeah,” I agree. Then I add lightly, “They are the only two who seem to think 

they need to be involved in this.”  

 Mom watches them and smiles. “They’re glad that you kids are back. Even I’ve 

noticed that since you and John have both been gone, they hang around together and just 

wander the pasture like they don’t have a purpose. They miss you guys.”  

 I smile at the idea and look down, but only because I don’t really want to believe 

it’s possible. I’m not in the mood to think about things like that. I already feel bad enough 

that I haven’t spent much time with my horse over the past few years, so I brush it off, 

saying, “I’m sure they’re fine.”  

 “Are you nervous for next year?” she asks. 
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 “A little,” I tell her. “But more excited I think. I’ll have a few people I know 

already. But vet school itself is kind of a scary proposition, though.”  

 “We’re all really proud of you back here, you know.”  

She is looking at me intently, in a way she hasn’t looked at me for years. 

Something about her is different. Her eyes are sparkling, just brimming with tears, but I 

can see that this is not bad.     

All I can say is, “Thanks.” 

And I mean it, too. I know she knows that. Still, I feel like I should be able to say 

something profound. The words just won’t come.   

We both hear the pickup and turn to see John pulling into the driveway. He hops 

out of the truck dirtied from a morning of work with old wood posts and wire, and he 

stops to talk to Darcy, Elizabeth, and his father by the barbecue before making his way 

over to us.  

“Hey,” he says, more as a greeting to my mother. He looks over at me, and I smile 

briefly. I know the tension is obvious and it makes me a little uncomfortable, so I start to 

get up. 

“I’m going to get some more lemonade,” I say, making up an excuse to leave. 

Of course, leaving now isn’t going to do anything, because at some point I have to 

face John. But when I see him I feel as though it’s not the right time.   

None of that matters though, because before I can get very far, Mom says, “Why 

don’t you two go for a ride? It’ll be light for a while yet, and those horses of yours are 

begging to do something.” 
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She motions to Brandy and Jax, who look expectantly over the fence, as if they 

have been set up. I glance from John to my mother to the ground as I fumble for another 

lame excuse. It’s not that I really don’t want to talk to him, because obviously that won’t 

work forever—we are a part of each other’s lives, and that will never change. It’s that I 

think that perhaps for a moment we’re better off not talking until I can sort out what I 

want to say. For brief moments, I had thought I knew what that was, but now I can’t find 

the words in my mind. 

“How about it?” John looks at me. He looks utterly comfortable with himself, and 

I wonder why I feel so cornered.  

I look at my horse again, and she bobs her head up and down. I want to ride her 

before I leave, and I want to ride with John more than anything. But what’s the point of 

wanting that? John will be gone soon, and so will I, and I know that it’s not enough just 

to ride once. I will want more.  

“Oh, you two should go. It’ll be a while yet before all that meat is ready. You 

have plenty of time. Go up to the top of the hill or something. It’s so pretty out.” She 

smiles at the both of us, and for a moment I think she might really cry—the way a mother 

does when she knows her kids have grown up. 

“Yeah, okay,” I say, and John looks at me with a gaze I can’t quite decipher—an 

odd combination somewhere between surprised and happy and troubled. 

“Okay, have fun and don’t worry about being back. There’s no need to rush,” 

Mom assures us again, reaching out and putting a hand on each of our shoulders. She 

gives us a little squeeze before heading back over to the others and the food. 

“Shall we?” John asks, motioning toward the barn.  
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I can’t help but smile, just because John has that way to him. “We shall. But I’ve 

got to go change first.” 

“I’ll catch the rascals,” he says, and we head off in the direction of the barn.  

As we’re walking, he reaches over and takes my hand gently in his. It feels rough 

and dirty, but he grip is so light like he’s trying not to crush me. I look over at him in 

surprise, and as we’re about to part ways—he to the pasture gate and me to the trailer—

we both stop and he brings his other hand to mine and studies my fingers. I don’t take my 

hand away. 

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” he says. 

“I’m sorry,” I say the first thing that comes out of my mouth. 

“For what?” 

I think that at first he’s asking if I’m sorry for the fact that it’s been so long, but 

then I realize he is looking at me in a much more serious manner. He knows. We both 

know what has hung between us for so many years.  

“For everything,” I say. 

And now I know he knows, and I can see that there is nothing more that I need to 

say. 

“I’m still surprised you don’t hate me,” he says, and smiles a bit at the thought. 

“Well, I guess I don’t know that you don’t.” 

I’m silent for a moment. He lets go of my hand, and I can’t help but think it is in 

disappointment at my lack of words. I bring my hand down slowly, and choose my words 

carefully. “I was mad at you for a while.” 

“Good. I deserved that.”  
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“But John, that was a long time ago. And yes, I was mad at you, but…” 

He looks up at me and studies my eyes before I can bring my gaze down to the 

ground. 

I continue, “Things were just complicated. I just…let me change and we can go, 

okay?” 

“Of course.” 

I know he watches me as I turn around and jog toward the trailer. Once inside, I 

kick off my flip-flops and shuffle through my bag in search of a pair of socks, which 

takes me longer than I anticipate. I hop out of my clean jeans and into some more suitable 

for riding, and I grab a sweatshirt just in case. My thoughts are racing as I slip on my 

riding boots—so comfortable and perfectly formed to my feet—lace them up, and hurry 

back outside.  

I let the screen door slap back against the doorframe behind me and jump from 

the steps. John has our horses tied to the hitching post in front of the barn, and he is just 

done running a brush over Brandy’s back to wipe off some of the winter dirt. He goes 

through the motions of tacking up so naturally, like he’s been riding every day for the last 

five years. I walk over to them slowly so I can watch as he tosses the saddles gently over 

the horses’ backs. I can’t help but picture him quietly starting colts to the saddle for the 

first time with that same easy gentleness.  

And as I remember that, I remember a rush of feelings from the past. I remember 

thinking the world of him and trying desperately not to like him as more than friend for 

so many reasons. I remember what it felt like to be heartbroken. At the same time, seeing 

him now after everything also makes me feel so complete.  
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“Sorry,” I say. “Took me a while to find some socks.”  

“No problem. Your girl was a little bit dirty, anyway.” He smiles at me, and I’m 

impressed at how he can act as though everything is fine when my stomach fills with 

nervousness.  

We finish tacking up in silence, and as I put my foot into the stirrup and launch 

myself into the saddle, I don’t know how I can stay away from my horse for months at a 

time. Here, I feel like I fit perfectly, and from this perspective, I am able to relax and let 

some of my nerves slide away.  

John pulls Jax up next to me and we let our horses walk out of the driveway and 

toward the bottom of craggy Tick Hill. I must be smiling, because he asks, “Feel good?” 

“Incredible.” 

“I know,” he says. “I can’t believe I ever…” He lets his voice trail off.  

“Had to give this up?” I finish. 

“Yeah, though that’s not the easiest thing to say, for some reason.”  

I nod, and the sound of our horses’ footsteps on the gravel takes over for a 

moment. 

“You know,” he starts again, “I made a lot of mistakes.” 

“You don’t have to…” I begin, but he cuts me off. 

“No. I’d like to talk about this.” 

He is firm, but not forceful. It gives me a chance to catch his hesitation. “You 

know, I don’t…” 

“I made a huge mistake that night with you,” he starts without listening to my 

beginning of a protest.   
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I don’t know what to say. Of course I had known it was inevitable that we discuss 

this, because it was this big unending chapter of our lives together that needed to be 

closed at some point. But I thought it would start out slower—easier.   

John continues, “I’ve been thinking about it for years, you know?”  

I nod. I have, too. 

“At first it was all the time, and then I thought it would go away—I tried to make 

it go away—but it didn’t. It was always there, even when I went to Australia and tried to 

forget about it. I thought college would make it better, that I would meet someone and…I 

don’t know. I couldn’t. I couldn’t stop remembering you.” 

He shakes his head, angry with himself. I want to tell him not to be, but he isn’t 

finished, so I stay quiet.  

“I can’t believe all the stuff I did to you, but damn Addie, I was so in love with 

you. I can’t believe that I let you down the way I did, but you have to know that I was 

confused, too. I mean, I know it’s not an excuse for anything, but it just seemed like the 

closer I wanted to get to you the more I pushed you away.” 

He looks at me and I can’t avoid his gaze. His eyes are pained. He’s trying so 

hard to make me understand. I feel the strength and intensity of his words, and it just 

makes me more jumbled.  

“I didn’t want you to love me,” I tell him.  

“So you never felt anything at all?” He doesn’t believe me and I know it, mostly 

because I can’t believe myself either. 

“No,” I mumble, and it is such a lie that I can’t even fathom a good enough reason 

for saying it. 
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Frustrated, I push Brandy into a trot and then a lope along the road that leads to 

the trailhead at the bottom of the hill. 

“Addie!” John calls, and kicks Jax forward to catch up to me. 

“Where do you think you’re going to go?” he asks seriously when he pulls up 

next to me. 

I rein Brandy back, and John follows suit. I turn her around and start trotting in 

the opposite direction, but John doesn’t give up and follows. He treats me like a colt he is 

training, pursuing me until I give him my attention. Finally, I pull Brandy up altogether 

and let the reins fall on her neck. Mad at myself for acting childish, mad at John for 

making me face all this stuff I thought I wouldn’t have to see for a long time, and even 

intensely and ferociously mad at Mom for doing what she did, I can’t help but start 

crying.  

“Why are you so afraid of this?” John asks, but his voice is level and he is 

watching me with so much concern. It makes me cry harder.  

“I’m not.” I say. 

“You are, too, and don’t try to tell me I’m wrong,” he says, letting the edge slip 

into his voice that I know he is trying to hold back. 

“Just shut up!” I scream at him. “Shut up, I don’t want to hear it! I don’t want to 

hear how much you know. Just shut up and go away!”  

“Why? God, Addie, just tell me what is so wrong.” He is pleading now, and his 

voice hurts me. 

I know he is confused, that he thought talking would make it better, that I would 

agree with him and we would go away close friends again. But it’s not that simple; it has 
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never been that simple. The closer I get to him, the more it hurts, even though half of me 

feels I want more than anything to be close to him. 

“Addie,” he starts again, but I cut him off.  

“Because!” I yell finally. “You don’t want to love me. You don’t want to get 

involved because I promise you it’ll suck and you’ll regret it.”  

 I am really sobbing now, and John brings Jax up close enough so that he can put 

a firm hand on my arm. I manage to sputter, almost a whisper, “Just go away. Please,” I 

beg desperately.  

“Hey, there. It’s okay. What are you even talking about?” He squeezes my arm, 

the edge to his voice gone, only concern in its place.  

“I don’t know.” I shake my head, tears falling down my face and onto my saddle. 

“You do know. Addie, what’s going to happen?” John remains steady, his hand 

on my arm. I feel like the energy of his grip is the only thing is keeping me on my horse. 

“Addie, answer me, please,” he says, because I haven’t responded. 

“Bad things, okay? Just, bad things. I don’t want bad things to happen to you, 

too.”  

With this, I try to pull away. At first, he doesn’t let my arm go, but as I try again 

pick up my reins, he loosens his grip. I look back the way we came, and try madly to 

wipe the tears from my face with my free hand as I tell Brandy to start back toward the 

house. 

“Where are you going?” John calls to me, keeping Jax in the same spot despite the 

gelding’s desire to follow his friend. 

“Home,” I call back, not looking at him.  
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“Addie, please don’t.” 

The desperation in his voice makes me stop. I twist around in the saddle to look at 

him. 

“Please come to the top of the hill with me.” 

“Why?” It’s the first thing I can think to say, even though I wish instantly that I 

never asked. 

“Because I think we need to.” 

I pause, stopping for what feels like an eternity. It’s the way he says “we” instead 

of “you” that makes me consider it. I look back to John, and when Brandy turns back 

around without a cue, I don’t stop her.   

It doesn’t take us long to reach the top of the hill, and we don’t really talk along 

the way. It’s a steady, comfortable silence, and I feel that quiet and settled feeling I have 

after I cry—a feeling I am almost unfamiliar with because I don’t remember really letting 

myself cry since I was little. But now as we ride, John leading the way, I feel as though 

my world is encased in a protective bubble and nothing can hurt me. The weight of 

torment that has rested on my shoulders for so long seems lighter. Things are leveling. 

My sadness is almost euphoric.   

 “Are you doing okay?” John looks back at us as we plod along behind him, 

cresting the top of the hill. 

 “Yeah.” I nod, and I think that for the moment, in some ways, I might be.  

 We pull up the horses near the spot where we had the best view of the valley so 

many winters ago. It is an incredibly clear day. So clear, in fact, that we can see all the 
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way to Wallowa Lake. It’s one of those days where the mountains are pure perfection 

against the sky, and I can’t help but be amazed. 

 “Look at those mountains,” he says, even though I already am. “Man. It’s hard to 

believe sometimes that we ever have to leave this place.” 

 “But we do,” I say.  

Of course, we both know that. Making a life in the county is hard. We both knew 

that we had to leave after high school. There are some things the county can’t offer, and 

that is a fact we all understand. 

“But just look at the mountains,” he says again, after a minute. 

“I am.”  

Brandy snorts, reaching for grass, but I pull her head up and give her a scratch on 

the neck in exchange. I take a deep breath, knowing this is all really happening. I know 

it’s happening because I can feel my horse underneath me and she is so very real. And the 

land beneath us, the country spread out in front of us, that’s real, too. I take another deep 

breath, and I tell myself this is okay. I repeat it as I stare at the mountains, still and true in 

front of us.   

When I am no longer paying attention to him, John starts, “Look Addie. I have 

loved you for a long time, probably longer than you could ever know. And I’m pretty 

confident in saying that you feel the same way.” 

He looks at me as if to confirm this, and I can’t help but nod ever so slightly.  

“What you said down there about bad things…” He shakes his head.  

I start to say something, but he stops me again.  
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“Bad things happen, I know. Do I ever know.” He blows out a deep breath of air, 

like he cannot believe he hasn’t said this sooner. “Sometimes in high school I couldn’t 

bear to think what was going through your head. Actually, it scared me. How much pain 

there was there. And it wasn’t just you. There was Elizabeth, too. Most of the time I 

didn’t know what to do.” 

He pauses. I don’t try to fill the gap because I know he is thinking. He shifts in his 

saddle, then finally just dismounts. I follow his lead, and we meet between our horses. He 

puts his hands on my arms near my shoulders and moves them up and down gently at 

first, and then as the tears form in my eyes once more, he takes me close to him and just 

holds me there, tightly. 

“I’ve missed you,” he says, holding tighter. “I hope you believe that.” 

“I do.”   

I cry again, but just for a little while, softly. It is peaceful. We are silent together, 

the tears only rolling down my cheeks effortlessly. The horses stand quietly, as though 

they can understand the importance of this, and they wait for their companions patiently. 

When John eases his grip and steps back so that he can kiss me, I let him, and the 

taste of him is sweetly familiar—gentle, tender, and brilliant all at the same time.   

When we part, he says, “I’ve been wanting to do that for years.” 

“Me, too.” I can’t help but smile, and as I reach up to wipe my eyes, John tenderly 

rubs his thumb across my cheek to smudge the tears. 

He watches me for a moment. Then he encircles me in his grip once again and I 

rest my head against his chest. I can hear his heart beating and the rhythm is comforting. 
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When he pulls back again, he is looking me in the eyes and kneading his fingers gently 

into my shoulders.  

“You’re all right,” he says as a statement, though his words lift slightly as a 

question. 

I nod. I look up at him, and I can see in his steady gaze says what he cannot say 

yet—what he does not know he has tried to tell me for years. 

It’s not your fault.  

He doesn’t say the words out loud, but I can see that they are there in his eyes. My 

horse leans into me, a steady support behind me, and nuzzles me softly. I look out across 

the valley that has seen so many sweltering summer harvests, so many winters where 

both animals and people froze to death—the harshest, most unyielding corner of the state. 

John’s hands slip down my arms and to my hands. He squeezes them gently. I feel the 

rocky soil through my boots and the cool breeze starting to pull at my hair. I hold tightly 

to John’s hands. 

The sun is setting to the west, and I can feel it as though it’s a part of me—as 

everything else here is a part of me like nothing else I’ve ever felt. And in this moment, I 

can feel the sins of the valley rise off my shoulders, tangle themselves in the wind, and 

fly softly to the east.  

 

* * * 

  

 It is well into spring now, the end of May, but in the depths of the Minam canyon 

it is still cold as I drive my little car through the shadowy curves that lead into Wallowa 
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County. The road, flanked on one side by the winding river, snakes between pine-covered 

hills that block out most of the day’s brilliant sunlight. I don’t mind because I am almost 

there, and I can feel that sensation in my throat—a sort of excitement, my heart swelling 

with the fullness of anticipation.     

As I drive, I remember.  

I was only fourteen then, the summer we took the horses camping at Memaloose. 

My father stayed at home, but Mom and Elizabeth came, and Jim and Darcy, and John, of 

course. John had to let Elizabeth ride his horse because she didn’t have one, and he took 

one of the colts he had been sent to train.  

The six of us rode all day along the edge of Hells Canyon, the deepest gorge in 

the country—even deeper than the Grand Canyon—and we circled back to the 

campground each night for three days. It was dry and hot and everything sizzled with the 

overbearing power of the sun, but we loved it.  

When we got back at night, faces smeared with dust, we played games with 

John’s rope after we had watered and fed the horses, who spent the night tethered 

between two big pine trees. Like kids, we bet candy bars on who could rope the best, and 

of course Elizabeth failed miserably at only her first attempt because she had never 

picked up a rope before.  

The real competition was between John and me, and after a few rounds with 

targets of increasing difficulty, we were dead even. The adults watched the action and 

cheered us both on, and we laughed. When it came down to John to make the last loop or 

lose, he missed and I won. 
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 The feeling of elation at having beat him left me grinning, and he only just smiled 

at me. He tried to make some excuse about why things had swayed in my favor, but I 

could tell he wasn’t really trying. He met my gaze on occasion for the rest of the evening, 

over a camp-cooked dinner, and I thought that I had never been happier in my life. 

 Mom pulled me aside when he wasn’t looking and said, “That boy, he loves you.” 

 Of course I denied it to no end, and she just laughed, because there was so much 

she knew that I didn’t.  

I’m not sure exactly why the memory comes to me now in the canyon, where a bit 

of winter still lingers. I remember that moment for so many different reasons—because it 

is a good memory, because I don’t want it to get lost in the multitude of bad memories, 

because it is a point in my life that I can look at and say was perfect. Only it wasn’t 

perfect, because nothing was ever perfect, but I don’t care. I am starting to understand 

now the things I didn’t know, the perfection of one moment in time among many other 

moments.  

My heart leaps as the canyon’s jaws open to reveal the Wallowa Valley rolling 

out in front of me, verdant and lush and sun-splashed—the mountains crisp and snow-

capped as they stand guard. I shift down, pressing my foot to the accelerator, and my car 

picks up speed as the road straightens out and points toward home.  

I roll down my windows and take in the scent of the perfect freshness of spring.  

 
 
 
 
 
 


	RachelHectorSeniorThesis
	rachelhectorthesisbody

