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Dedication


"All horses deserve, at least once in their lives, to be loved by a little girl." -Unknown Author
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one

It was four minutes past noon and I was chasing a two hundred pound steer down the barn aisle. At three minutes past the hour I had my butt planted on the long wooden bench in the tack room and was halfway through my turkey-mayo sandwich. My first swig of Dr. Pepper fizzled down my throat and I closed my eyes, reveling in the cold, wet gulp. The cool air in the tack room reeked of worn leather and dirt. 
Amidst my gulping, I’m not sure which came first: the frustrated hollers from Marilynn or a chocolate-brown blaze of fur and hooves flying past the open door. Either way, I dropped my pop can and scrambled out into the barn aisle, looking from one end to the other. Marilynn stood with her hands on her hips in the barn doorway. Her five foot, petite frame didn’t make much of a silhouette against the sun, but her voice made up for it. She pointed at the steer trotting down the aisle. “Get that little bugger,” she yelled, and I turned, racing straight for him.
I ran like I knew what I was doing, but I didn’t. I pumped my arms and tried to lengthen my stride, but cowboy boots do not make great running shoes. Their slick leather soles slid against the concrete floor instead of gripping it. Trying not to twist an ankle, I steadied my long legs into a safer speed, but the steer didn’t slow a bit. In fact, he picked up his pace. With his tail flagged high over his back, his hooves clipped against the floor as he darted out the opposite end of the barn. 
Marilynn had spent the morning showing me the ropes. Mucking stalls, grooming horses, packing hay bales around—those were all going to be part of my job. I didn’t recall her saying anything about tackling cattle, but I didn’t want to let her down. Not on my first day. So I ran.
I burst out into the sunshine and gained speed on the gravel road leading to the pastures. The weathered fencing ahead stretched out for miles, dotted with horses and cattle, and the steer had already stopped, grazing on the lush grass like he was supposed to be there. A few of the ranch horses poked their heads over the fence, extending their necks out to sniff the visitor, and I slowed to a jog as I approached him. He picked up his head and stopped chewing, looking straight through me. “Easy, buddy,” I said through heavy breaths. I raised my arms as I stepped closer, showing him that he needed to stay put. 
In all the years I had worked with horses, I had never been around cattle. I assumed they were similar to horses. They were about the same size and they had the same gentle brown eyes. I would have called the animal in front of me a cow, but I was informed earlier that day that he was actually “a steer.” And, the steer in front of me had long black eyelashes and a baby pink nose. His brown coat looked slick as silk and I felt the need to touch his big floppy ears. He reminded me of our neighbor’s golden retriever, Bart, who wandered over to our house whenever I was outside, wiggling his whole body in happiness. Seeing no immediate threat, I dropped my arms to my sides and headed straight for the steer’s shoulders. I didn’t have a halter, but I could put my hand under his throat latch and lead him back, just like I would with a horse.  
Wrong. Very wrong. 
He was standing there, so sweet and quiet, like a little puppy waiting to have his head scratched. I didn’t expect him to lurch forward like a shot cannon. And, upon this rash reaction, in instinct I jumped in front of him, trying to stop him from running past me. This brilliant idea only gave him nowhere to go but up. I watched it happen in slow motion and couldn’t do a thing about it. In a split second, two hundred solid pounds lifted off the ground in an attempt to jump over my head. I don’t know where that cow wanted to go, but he made it very clear that I was not going to be giving him any directions. 
A month ago, I squealed like a cut pig when I got the job. I hung up the phone after talking to Mr. Owens, the ranch’s owner, and jumped around the kitchen for fifteen minutes. I would be spending my freshman summer as a stable hand at the Red Rock Ranch. What could be better? Now, I heard a different type of squeal and I was certain it was also coming out of my mouth. I threw my arms in front of my face and just had time to brace myself for the hit. The steer didn’t quite make it over my head. Instead, his chest slammed into my shoulder, spun me around, and put me face first into the grass.
Lucky for me, all four of his hooves missed my body as they found the ground. I picked my head up, thankful I didn’t get stomped, and watched the steer run off along the fence line, holding his head high in the air flaunting his escape. Mental note: Cows are not like horses. Do not let the big brown eyes fool you.  
Then, I watched the brown steer trot straight towards a boy with a bucket in his hand. The boy shook the bucket as he opened the pasture gate and that dang steer trotted in right after him, following the sound of grain rattling against metal. He didn’t give that kid any lip or try to knock off his head. The boy overturned the bucket and grain piled onto the ground. The steer dug his nose right into the trap, licking up the goodness, and the boy walked away, untouched, shutting the gate behind him. I rested my cheek on the grass, trying to make my head stop spinning. Maybe cows were more like horses than I thought.   
Marilynn’s boots crunched through the lawn as she jogged over and then stood, looking down at me. “I didn’t mean you had to wrestle with the steer.” She shook her head and tried, unsuccessfully, to hold back a grin. “They don’t usually take kindly to that.”
I rolled over onto my back. “I’ll remember that for next time.” 
To further emphasize my over-dramatic attempt at catching a cow, a second body came into my vision. “A little grain in a bucket is usually enough to get their attention,” the ball-capped cow-whisperer noted with a wink. “You must be the new girl.”
Marilynn assisted with the introduction when she realized I wasn’t going to respond. “Lucy Rose, this is Casey. He’s the other stable hand.”
I stared at their faces, assessing the situation. It was my first day at work and I had been football-tackled by a mere baby cow. I was now lying on the ground, surrounded by my two co-workers. I probably had dirt on my face and grass stains on my shirt. I reached out my hand. “Hi, I’m Lucy. Nice to meet you.”
[image: image-placeholder]With ten minutes before I had to be out the door, I scrambled for something to wear to the ranch sorting. Rummaging through every piece of clothing in my suitcase, I tried on five different shirts. I found something wrong with each of them. 
Ignoring the mess of clothing scattered across my bed, I pulled a long sleeve t-shirt over my head and stared at the purple cotton top in the full-length mirror hung from the wall. A leggy, skinny girl stared back. I turned sixteen three weeks ago, but my body seemed resistant to catch up to my age. 
And what was my hair doing? The stick-straight, mousy brown strands hung on my head, brushing the middle of my back. I poked at them with a comb trying to muster up some volume. Sigh. I guess a ponytail will work. At least I had all the dirt smudges washed off my face and blades of grass plucked from my hair.  
Looping an elastic around my hair, I looked away from the mirror and examined my home for the summer. The one-room bunkhouse had a twin bed tucked in the corner, a small oak nightstand, and a matching three-drawer dresser with brass knobs. A single light hung from the center of the A-frame ceiling. It was simple and perfect.   
The employee bunkhouses were a quick walk from the ranch’s outdoor arena, but the clock on my nightstand was blinking at six-fifty-four. I only had six minutes to get there. Yanking on my trusty tan cowboy boots, I hopped out the screen door, hustling down the three stairs to the dirt path. Pointed towards the arena, I examined the neat row of bunkhouses as I passed by. There were at least ten and they reminded me of a village of miniature log cabins. I wondered which one was Marilynn’s. Which one was Casey’s? Right now, they appeared dark, deserted.  
Farther ahead, the big fluorescent arena lights buzzed as they warmed up and, beneath them, swarms of people gathered on and around the bleachers. It became obvious everyone was at the ranch sorting. Crossing my arms, I approached the mob of people and scanned the bleachers for Marilynn. There was quite a variety of people in the audience, but the ranch guests were easy to pick out. Scattered throughout the crowd were families and couples outfitted in GAP jeans and shiny new cowboy boots. Cameras hung from their necks and visors sat perched on their heads. Their kids danced around in plastic cowboy hats and yelled things like “yehaw” and “giddy-up.” 
The regulars also stuck out, sporting worn-in wranglers and real cowboy hats. Belt buckles shined from their waists. They chatted and joked together, hanging in a tight circle by the edge of the arena. A few of the girls were balanced up on the fence, eyeing the cowboys warming up their horses. They looked like they put a little more effort into getting dressed for the occasion. 
I slowed to a stop on the outskirts of the crowd, feeling like an intruder. Marilynn did say to meet at seven o’clock, didn’t she?
As though she heard my internal screams for help, Marilynn came into view. Clean, crisp jeans and a hint of lip gloss. “Hey!” Marilynn waved from inside the arena. “Over here!” 
I rushed to her side with a few curious looks from the crowd of regulars. 
“You ready for your first ranch sorting?” Marilynn asked as she pushed her mahogany hair behind her ear. The blunt ends brushed the top of her starched collar. I nodded. “You’re going to be my assistant at the gate, okay?”
I grew up around horses but had never participated in a ranch sorting. I wasn’t quite sure what it was. I assumed it had something to do with the ranch...and sorting?
“Sure, what would you like me to do?”
Clipboard in hand, Marilynn instructed, “I’m going to round up the competitors in the arena and send them over to the cattle pen as the announcer calls out their names. You stand by the cattle pen gate and let them in and out. You are the official gate girl.”
The official gate girl. Okay, not the most impressive title, but I’ll take it. That will put me close to the action and away from the crowd. “I think I can do that.”
Just then the Star Spangled Banner crackled over the loud speakers and a single horse and rider loped through the gate at the far end of the arena. The crowd grew quiet and stood at attention, hats off and hands placed over their hearts. 
American flag in hand, the rider’s perfectly curled blonde hair bounced with each stride as she rode around the edge of the arena. Her horse’s chestnut coat gleamed like a new penny and its flaxen mane and tail almost matched the color of the rider’s own golden curls. Her blouse glittered with crystals and her tan leather chaps were the same color as her cowboy hat. She looked like a Barbie doll. 
“Who is that?” I whispered to Marilynn without taking my eyes off the rider. 
“Taylor,” Marilynn paused. “Taylor Johnson. Rodeo queen extraordinaire.”
I digested Marilynn’s statement. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or matter-of-fact.
“She’s really pretty,” I said, also admiring her stunning horse.
“That she is,” Marilynn noted. “Taylor and her mom are regulars here at the ranch. They’ve spent the last few summers here as guests.”
Taylor didn’t look like the rest of the guests in the audience. She looked like she grew up on the back of a horse...or came from the pages of Seventeen Magazine. One or the other. 
“Her family has money. They rent out one of the guest houses for the summer and Taylor always brings her horse, Star.”
“Oh.” I scanned Marilynn’s face noting her unimpressed facial expression. 
Taylor guided her horse to the middle of the arena for the end of the Star Spangled Banner. The crowd clapped and the announcer thanked her as she trotted Star towards the back gate, waving and flashing her smile to all the cowboys on the way out. 
“Okay, now we can get this show started,” Marilynn said as she left to locate the first team of riders.
I moved to my position at the cattle pen gate, wondering how long Taylor had been working with Star. They made such a pretty picture together. 
Lost in thought, I jumped when the announcer’s voice boomed over the loud speaker. “Welcome to Red Rock Ranch’s first ranch sorting of the summer!” His voice thundered and the crowd cheered. “Our first team is ready to enter the pen. Let’s make some noise and see how fast they can round up those steers!” 
That’s my cue. I opened the gate plenty wide for two riders and looked up just as they trotted through.
“Watch out for those steers, Ms. Lucy.” The sarcasm laced in the rider’s voice was too familiar. “They can be a bit tricky.” 
Casey. He shot a smirk my direction as he rode through the gate. Funny guy. Funny guy. 
“Cowboys and cowgirls, let’s welcome a few local cowboys, Casey Parker and Austin Jones! Representing the town of Three Rivers!”
Locking the gate in place, I peered through the metal bars at the two riders, recognizing Casey’s dapple gray horse. The big gray gelding dominated the field this morning while Marilynn and I fed the ranch horses. I scooped oats into buckets hanging along the fence line and the gray gelding was the first to dig in. He pinned his ears flat against his neck as he ate, showing the other horses who was boss. Not one horse dared to mess with him. But now, his ears were forward and pricked. He stood still and glared at the herd of cattle on the other side of the circular pen. 
Then Casey leaned forward and the gray horse sauntered towards the herd. The pair stepped into the herd of ten, creating a barrier between the herd and a single black steer, marked on his rump with a spray-painted number one. The steer spun and tried to run back towards the others, but Casey and the gray shot forward to cut him off. Then, loping close behind the steer, they followed him along the edge of the pen and through the opening to a second circular pen. 
Casey and his partner were a blur, taking turns to separate each steer from the herd and move them into the second pen. The horses hopped and weaved, chasing the steers in numerical order according to the spray-painted numbers on their rumps. While one rider was chasing a steer, the other rider blocked the rest of the herd from a premature entrance into the second pen. The object of the event soon became clear to me. That’s why they call it “sorting.”
The gray gelding seemed to listen to every quiet movement of Casey’s body. They communicated with a language that no one else could hear, but I was certain it wasn’t sarcastic. Casey and the gray worked together as a seamless team.
Before I knew it, the two riders had worked their way through the numbered herd and the crowd jumped to their feet as Casey chased the last steer into the second pen. The clock stopped at thirty-one seconds.
“What a way to start off the summer!” the announcer shouted and the crowd roared. Casey headed back towards me and I opened the gate. He tipped his hat at me as the big gray trotted by, barely winded, and I watched as they maneuvered out into the arena, greeted with high-fives and hoots from the other riders. That was obviously not his first ranch sorting.  
As the night went on, I opened and closed the gate for another thirty pairs of riders. I watched each sorting with intensity. Although, it seemed like no one could match up to Casey and his partner’s time. The closest were two sisters on matching palominos who managed to hit forty-two seconds. 
The metal latch rattled as I closed the gate after the last pair of riders trotted out into the arena.
“Nice job, gate girl,” Marilynn said as she came up behind me. 
“Thanks,” I grinned. “That was fun to watch.”
“It’s even better when you’re in the saddle. You should give it a try. You could always use one of the ranch horses.”
My body shuddered when I thought about riding in front of a crowd like that. I took a breath to respond but got distracted as I glanced over Marilynn’s shoulder. Next to the arena bleachers, Casey was talking and smiling with Taylor, the blonde rodeo queen. She reached out and touched his arm, laughing at something he said that must have been hilarious and brilliant. 
Marilynn caught my line of sight and turned to see what I was staring at. She wrinkled up her nose. “Wow, that didn’t take her long to hunt down Casey.”
Hunt down? It didn’t look like he was in distress. 
“Figures. Taylor tends to like the spotlight.” Marilynn shrugged. “And she also seems to be attracted to guys in the spotlight. Last summer it was Justin, but only after he won the bull-riding title at the St. Paul Rodeo. Appears she’s got her eye on Casey this year.”  
It did look that way.
“Anyhow, I’ll see you in the morning,” Marilynn said as she turned to leave, clipboard still in hand. “After chores, I’ll need your help with a ride into Mount Hood.”
My eyes snapped back to Marilynn and I forgot all about Casey and the rodeo princess. My first trail ride into the mountain? “I’ll be there bright and early!




two

I actually beat Marilynn to the barn the next morning. The air was crisp before the sun came up and I zipped up my canvas Carhartt vest. My leather work gloves were stuffed in my pockets along with a pocket knife and a granola bar. I was ready for whatever Marilynn needed me to do today.
A few horses gave a soft nicker as I flicked on the barn lights, illuminating the aisle. My boots clicked along the floor and, one right after the other, the horses poked their heads over their stall doors. Their sleepy eyes blinked at the bright lights. 
About halfway down the aisle, I recognized the chestnut with the flaxen mane and tail, Taylor’s horse Star. The wide blaze on her delicate head was chalk-white and her forelock lay in a neat braid. Her ears pointed forward and she watched me as I came towards her. I reached out to rub her pretty face when, without notice, her ears pinned flat against her neck and a flash of teeth grabbed for my arm. 
Jumping back, I yanked my arm away and stood, stunned, a safe distance from the stall door. I couldn’t believe how the pretty mare looked so ugly with her ears still flattened, moving her body from side to side over the half door. 
“She’s a cranky one, isn’t she?” Marilynn had just entered through the barn door with a thermos of something hot in her hands. “Very punctual, I see. That’s good.”
“Yeah,” I said, keeping my eyes on Star. “I was up around five this morning. Had a little trouble sleeping.”
“She was like that when she came here last summer too,” Marilynn noted, pointing her thermos in Star’s direction. “Taylor spends a lot of time trailering to rodeos and rodeo queen competitions. Star spends a lot of time in trailers and stalls and, when she’s not doing that, Taylor has her in full time professional training. I’m not really sure she remembers how to be a horse.”
At once I felt bad for the little mare that almost took a chunk out of my arm. 
“She got better over the summer last year. She gets pasture time with us and Taylor tags along on some trail rides every now and then. Star gets a break here.” 
“Seems she needs it.”
“She does,” Marilynn agreed. “Ready to feed all these hungry ponies?”
“Sure am,” I answered, grabbing a grain bucket in each hand. 
[image: image-placeholder]The ponies were fed, their stalls cleaned, and the barn aisle swept. It felt good to push a wheelbarrow and throw bales of hay, but it would feel even better to swing up into a saddle and head out into the mountain. 
I shed my vest when the morning warmed up and it looked like the sun was around to stay. Blue skies and sunshine. What a gorgeous day for a ride. How could it get any better?
Outside the barn, Marilynn brushed hay bits off her jeans. “Change of plans. It looks like I’m not going on that trail ride after all.”
The smile dropped from my face.
“Mr. Owens has some friends staying at the ranch and he asked me to give their little boy a roping lesson this morning.” She shrugged.
I tried not to let my disappointment show. “That’s okay. Is there anything you need me to do in the barn while you are giving the lesson?”
“Yeah, you can help Casey tack up the horses. You’re still going on the ride. Casey will lead it,” Marilynn stated. “He’s rounding up the horses now.”
Following Marilynn’s new instructions, I hurried to the horse pasture to find Casey, eager to show him I knew my way around a horse much better than a cow. 
Casey already had five horses tied up along the pasture fence and was cinching up the big gray gelding he rode last night. The horses looked content basking in the morning sun and swishing at a fly here and there.
Casey had his back to me, but the gravel crunching under my boots gave me away. “You sure you don’t want to tackle a steer or two before we head out?” he said, turning his head to face me. His mouth curled up in a grin.
“No, I got that out of my system yesterday,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. I wish he’d forget about that already.
Casey just chuckled and picked up a second saddle from the ground. “Who would you like to ride today? You point to the horse and I’ll throw a saddle up for you. Every one of these steeds will treat you well.”
The horses seemed to know they were being scrutinized as they turned their heads to see what we were blabbing about. 
“The little palomino on the end looks sweet.” 
“She is,” Casey replied as he went over and threw the pad and saddle on the palomino’s back. “This is Sunny.”
I watched Casey pull the cinch under her belly and wrap the saddle’s leather latigo through the metal loop. The sleeves of his black-and-red flannel were rolled up to his elbows and he brushed his sandy hair from his eyes with his forearm. “I think I’m supposed to be helping you tack them up,” I said and immediately realized I sounded ungrateful for his kindness. “Marilynn said,” I added. 
“If you insist.” Casey nodded to the stack of saddles and bridles. “Everything is labeled with the horses’ names. Next to Sunny are Jack, Freckles, and the sorrel pony is Sharkie.”
I studied the tiny sorrel pony with the hay belly and raised an eyebrow. His back wasn’t much higher than my waist and his frizzy, thick mane stuck out in every direction. He resembled a cartoon character.
“Sharkie?” I asked.
“Don’t let his cute face fool you. He’s a spitfire out in the pasture. He takes on horses twice his size. Marches around out there like he’s king,” Casey said, shaking his head. “But he’s a teddy bear for kids.” 
“He looks more like a ‘Sweetie’ to me,” I said, walking to the pile of tack. I threw a baby blue saddle pad on Sharkie’s short back and scooped up a tiny brown leather saddle. 
“Who’s that?” I asked, nodding my head towards the big gray gelding.
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