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Hurled backward, Shannon strained to see around her mother. What horror had happened? Where was her father? Instantly, her gaze found him at his desk. His body was slumped forward and blood puddled on the gleaming wood surface. Shannon gagged and tried to force her way past her mother, who struggled to push her out of the room.

Shannon heard someone screaming and screaming, and until her mother stopped shaking her, she didn’t realize it was her.
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This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you, life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life.…
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Chapter One
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“Happy birthday, honey,” Shannon Campbell’s parents announced in unison. “What do you think of Blackwatch?” her father asked. “Did we surprise you?”

Speechless, Shannon Campbell stared at the horse in the stall. Her horse. A gift from her parents. She turned toward her parents. “He’s mine? Really and truly mine?”

“Really and truly,” her mother confirmed, smiling. “We’ve been looking for just the right horse for months. Your dad found him at auction in Kentucky last spring. We’ve been boarding him there until today.”

Shannon could tell from the look on her father’s face how pleased he was by her total surprise. “But you never said a word!” she cried, throwing her arms around her mother, then her father. His flannel shirt was soft against her cheek. “Daddy, I love him! I just love him. You too. Both of you.” She bounded to the stall, opened the door, and stepped inside. The horse, munching on feed from a bucket, pricked his ears forward.

His coat was a deep shade of chestnut, almost black, and his large brown eyes were bright and intelligent. “He’s got good bloodlines,” her father explained as he entered the stall and stood beside her. “Thoroughbred and Morgan. He’s registered under the name of Blackwatch—that’s also the name of a Scottish fighting brigade. I thought it fitting.” He ran his hands along the horse’s thick, well-muscled neck, across the sleek flank and down one long, perfectly proportioned leg. “He’s five years old and sixteen hands high. He’s had some jump experience, but he’ll need plenty of work before he’s ready to show.”

“When can we start?” Shannon asked eagerly.

“Can we eat birthday cake first?” her mother asked. “Your grandmother and your friends from the Pony Club are up at the house waiting for the guest of honor.”

Shannon had all but forgotten. Right now, she didn’t care if she skipped the rest of her fifteenth birthday party. All that mattered was her horse. “Does Grandma know about him?”

“Of course.”

“And you all kept it a secret from me?”

“It was difficult, but we managed,” her father said with a conspiratorial look toward his wife.

“This is really great. We can spend the whole summer working with him. Maybe we can enter him in some of the events at the Nashville horse show. Can we?” she pleaded with her father.

“That’s only three weeks away. You’ll do better on Pippin. Blackwatch is hardly ready for a meet yet.” Shannon noticed fine lines of strain around his eyes as he spoke. “I’ll do what I can to help you, but I can’t work miracles.”

“Yes you can, Daddy,” Shannon said. “Who taught me to ride my first pony when I was two?”

Her mother slung her arm over Shannon’s shoulders. “We do have other students here at the stable, you know. Business is good right now. You’ll probably have to start working Black without your dad.”

Shannon refused to feel disappointed. Her parents owned Scotland Yard, one of Chattanooga’s best riding and boarding stables. They gave riding lessons and trained students and horses for southern riding meets and horse shows. Shannon had been riding and competing on the circuit for years. But now she had a horse that was worthy of genuine training effort.

“I only have three years before college,” Shannon said. “There’s a lot to do.” She stared longingly at the big, dark horse.

Her father gave her a bemused smile. “I think we can work something out. You can start him in the ring on the lunge and side reins. You won’t need me for that. But right now, we’d better head up to the house where your guests are waiting.”

Shannon didn’t want to leave her horse for a minute, but she also wanted her friends to see him. They’d all be excited. Especially Heather. Her best friend had had her own special jumper, Fantasia, for over three years. And only Heather knew how much Shannon had wanted a special horse to train. A horse worthy of the time and dedication it took to produce a championship jumper. “All right,” Shannon said. “I’ll be right there. I just want to spend a few more minutes alone with Black.”

Her mother laughed and locked arms with her husband and started up the winding path that led from the barn to the house. “Don’t take all day,” she called over her shoulder.

Shannon watched them head out into the bright June sunshine, then climbed up the railing on the stall and clucked softly to the big horse. Black pricked his ears forward. She stared into his intelligent, dark eyes. She’d had other horses, but never one this special, this valuable. Her heart swelled with pride over the horse, with love for her parents, with excitement over the thought of molding a champion with her father’s help.

“He’s a nice horse.” Shannon almost fell off the rail at the sound of the male voice from behind. She felt her cheeks flush red and the air grow close as Zack Tyner came up beside her.

“Did you know he was going to be my present?”

“I drove up to Lexington in the horse trailer with your dad yesterday to fetch him.”

“Mom told me you phoned in sick yesterday and that’s why you couldn’t come to work.”

“Wouldn’t have been much of a surprise if I told you about it,” he said, offering her a shy smile.

Zack was tall with black hair, dark brown eyes, and a reserved demeanor that Shannon thought mysterious and sexy. He kept to himself and didn’t speak much to her or any of the girls who hung around the stable. Shannon knew that Zack was sixteen and lived with his grandmother. It was Shannon’s grandmother who had asked Shannon’s mother to hire him after she had met Zack’s grandmother at a social event.

“I’m not crazy about having a teenaged boy around my students all summer,” her mother had responded initially. “These parents are paying Paul and me to train their daughters for the hunt seat circuit, not to be distracted by some gorgeous boy.”

“The girls won’t pay him any mind,” her grandmother had persisted.

“Betty,” Shannon’s mom had joked, “I was a teenaged girl once. Next to our horses, we were crazy about any guy who hung around the stables. Where do you think I met your son?”

“Zack won’t be a distraction,” Betty had assured her daughter-in-law. “He’s had a hard life and he really needs the job. Won’t you give him a chance?”

Zack started at the end of May and worked hard doing very unglamorous chores around the stables. He was courteous and respectful, and sometimes Shannon caught him staring at her, but whenever she smiled, he busied himself. Now, alone with him, she shuffled awkwardly, trying to think of what to say. “Thanks for not spoiling my birthday surprise,” she told him. Quickly, she asked, “You like your job here?”

Zack nodded. “I like horses.”

“Do you own one?”

“No. Even though Gram lives on the mountain, we could never afford to keep a horse.”

Shannon was well aware that plenty of the people who lived atop Chattanooga’s Lookout Mountain were either wealthy or had a lineage that dated back to the Civil War. That’s the way it was for her family. Her grandfather Campbell had been a prominent physician before he died, and Grandmother had come from a family that could trace its origins back to Stonewall Jackson. “Have you lived with your grandmother long?”

“Ever since I was seven.”

Questions crowded her mind and she wanted to know more about him, his friends, his life. Why didn’t he live with his parents? Of course, there was no polite way to ask. “I’ve always liked horses, too,” she said brightly, wanting to keep their conversation going. “Do you ride much?”

“Not fancy, like you do.”

“Oh, you mean hunt seat. That’s just a style. Actually, my dream is to ride for the U.S. Olympic equestrian team.” He didn’t respond, but she knew he was listening intently by the way he tipped his head. “It’s not impossible. The team is picked from the best college riders and their horses.”

“You can take your horse to college?”

“Sure. If I attend one that has a riding program like my mom did. It’s really important to have a great horse. We’re a pair and the horse is often as well-known as the rider.”

Zack’s dark eyes studied her and she felt her cheeks grow warm. “I’ve been riding since I was two. First I had a pony, then I got Pippin. I’ve won lots of ribbons with her on the circuit with the Pony Club, but she’s not a top-notch animal. That’s what counts on the riding circuit.” Shannon returned her gaze to the horse in the stall, wondering if she was boring Zack. Was she talking about horses too much? “Now, I’ve got Black.”

“You’re lucky. It must have been fun growing up on a horse farm.” Zack gestured around the large airy building that contained six stalls, a feed room, and a tack room for storing saddles, bridles, and riding equipment.

“I guess so,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve always taken it for granted, I guess. My grandparents gave my parents this place when they were married—right after Dad got back from Vietnam. Riding students have come all the way from Atlanta to work with my father.”

“That’s a two-hour trip,” Zack observed thoughtfully. “I’m impressed.”

Shannon realized that she was doing all the talking. Embarrassed, she added, “I guess I’d better go up to the house. People are waiting for me for my party. Why don’t you come, too? We’re having chocolate cake.”

Zack slid his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and stepped backward. “Your mom invited me, but I’d rather not. It’s for your friends and family.”

“I could bring you some cake later.”

“Sounds good,” he said. “I’d better get back to work. I’ve got some stuff to do in the tack room.”

She watched him leave, feeling flushed with contentment. Could her life get any better? She had a beautiful, magnificent horse. She’d carried on a long conversation with Zack, and she had an entire summer to train with her father. Shannon turned to the house, at the top of a small hill. She had a quarter-mile run from the barn. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to open her presents, eat birthday cake, and tell Heather everything!

She blew her horse a kiss and raced up the path, her long blond ponytail flying.


Chapter Two
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The porch’s screen door clattered shut behind Shannon as she bounced into the big country kitchen where everybody was standing around a massive round oak table. “It’s about time, birthday girl!” her grandmother said with a smile.

“Grandma!” Shannon cried, hugging a tall, stately woman with salt-and-pepper hair.

All ten girls from the Pony Club started squealing. “You got a horse!” Tammy Morrison exclaimed, hopping up and down.

“I want to see him,” chimed in Melanie, who was only eleven.

“After cake,” Shannon’s mother declared, lighting the last of the candles on the colorful cake she placed on the table. “Now, let’s sing!”

Shannon listened to every off-key note, then blew on the candles, which flickered and went out. Her friends applauded and Shannon bowed from the waist. “Thank you, thank you. Now if everyone eats real fast, I’ll take you to see my horse, Blackwatch.”

Her mother cut the cake and passed it around, while Shannon described her horse in great detail. “Sounds like he’s a wonder horse,” Heather said.

Taken aback by Heather’s cool tone, Shannon studied her freckle-faced, red-haired friend. “Well, he’s pretty special to me.” Shannon wanted Heather to say something more encouraging, but all Heather did was nibble at a pink frosting rose.

“I have a present for you,” Grandmother said, interrupting the uncomfortable silence between the girls.

“It’s huge!” Melanie squealed. “Open it right now. I want to know what it is!”

Someone pulled a chair away from the table and Shannon sat down, resting the box on her knees as she tore off the paper. She lifted the lid and discovered a gorgeous riding habit, complete with breeches, black topcoat, blouse with ascot, hard riding helmet, and gloves. “Wow! You’re so lucky!” Tammy exclaimed. “My riding stuff’s so old.”

Shannon held the stylish coat against her body. “It’s perfect, Grandma! Thanks a million.”

“You’ll look like a princess,” Grandmother beamed.

“We need a picture of this,” her mother said, glancing around the room. “Paul? Now where did he go? He was right here a minute ago.” Surprised, Shannon looked about for her father. He’d supported her during every major event in her life. He should have been here now. Where was he? she wondered. “Oh, never mind,” her mother said as she quickly picked up the camera. “I’ll take the pictures.”

She fired off several shots as Shannon began opening other gifts. There was a riding crop, cassettes of her favorite rock group, a new T-shirt, and a box of fancy hair bows. She saved Heather’s gift for last. In a small box was a pair of earrings and a rhinestone bracelet that Shannon had admired during their last shopping excursion at the mall. She hugged her friends one by one, then led the way down to the barn.

“What do you think?” she asked as the girls hung over the top of the stall and peered through the gaps in the wood.

“Awesome!” Melanie said.

“He’s magnificent,” Cathie Kasch added.

“I’m going to start working him today,” Shannon explained.

“Don’t you think you should let him get used to his surroundings first?” Heather asked.

“What’s to get used to? This is his home now,” Shannon said, slightly puzzled by Heather’s attitude. Her best friend wasn’t making nearly the fuss over the new horse as the other girls.

Heather didn’t answer, but wandered over to the stall where her horse, Fantasia, was kept. Shannon followed her. “Will you be riding him in the Nashville show?” Heather asked.

“I’d like to, but Dad doesn’t think he’ll be ready. Even if I don’t jump him, I could still ride in a couple of equitation events—you know, the walk, trot, canter stuff. I don’t know what kind of a jumper he is, but we’ll find out soon.”

“I’m sure your father wouldn’t have picked out a dud.”

“You’re right. Dad knows everything about horses.” Shannon took Heather’s elbow, tugged, and blurted, “Guess what? Just before the party, I spoke to Zack. Can you believe it?”

“Isn’t this your lucky day.”

“Is something wrong?” Shannon asked. “I thought you’d be happier for me. You know how long I’ve waited to get a horse as good as this one. Plus I thought you’d be interested in knowing about Zack.” She waited patiently for Heather to answer.

Heather’s face flushed red, making her freckles stand out in blotches. She scuffed at the straw with the toe of her boot. “You know whenever I try to talk to boys, I start to stutter. If a guy even looks at me, my face turns beet-red.”

Shannon nodded sympathetically. Was that all that was bothering her friend? she wondered. The news that Shannon had made inroads with Zack? “You just need to practice.”

“It’ll never change,” Heather sighed. “I’m doomed. I’ll never have a date.”

“Sure you will,” Shannon said, deciding that her friend was simply having a bad day. “Cheer up. You have Fantasia, and you have me, too.” Shannon grinned and so did Heather.

“I’m really glad about your horse,” Heather said contritely. “And the new riding habit. I’m just afraid we won’t get to do all the things we planned this summer because you’ll be so busy training Black.”

“We can still go riding together,” Shannon assured her. “Dad’s already made it clear that he has other students to work with.” Shannon wondered again where he’d gone and hoped he hadn’t fallen into one of his gloomy moods.

“I want this summer to be like all our other ones—lots of horse shows, riding, and winning ribbons,” Heather explained.

“Of course this one will be like all the others,” Shannon replied. Even as she agreed with Heather, Shannon knew she wanted this summer to be more than others had been. The new horse was a step forward, and the conversation with Zack had already changed something. The image of his dark eyes caused her to smile secretly. No matter what the summer brought, she was ready for it.

By twilight, everyone had gone home. Shannon was disappointed that she hadn’t been able to ride her horse yet and said as much to her grandmother as she prepared to leave. “Tomorrow is another day,” Grandmother said, settling behind the wheel of her car. “Now don’t go spending all summer with that horse of yours. I want some of your time for myself. How about having lunch with me at the hospital next Friday? It’s my volunteer day.”

“Sure, Grandma,” Shannon said, shutting the car door. She felt proud of her sixty-seven-year-old grandmother. Betty Campbell was slim, attractive, fashionable, and very active. She was currently coordinating fundraisers to build a new children’s cancer wing for Chattanooga’s largest medical complex.

“I’ll tell you the details of my latest plan to throw a formal ball in August. It will be so grand that everybody in the city will want to come—including you and your parents.”

Grandmother flashed Shannon’s mother a big smile as she came over to the car. “You can count on us, even though your son hates that sort of thing.”

“We’ll drag him,” Grandmother insisted with a wink. “It’s for a worthy cause.”

Shannon leaned through the open window and kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “I’ll see you next Friday then.”

“Please trade in those jeans for a dress. I want my friends to be as proud of my favorite grandchild as I am.”

“Your only grandchild,” Shannon joked. “No jeans—but only for you.”

Grandmother glanced at the house, then started the car. “I guess your father’s busy. Tell him I said good-bye.”

She watched her grandmother drive away, then went into the kitchen where her mother was loading the dishwasher. “It was a great party, Mom. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Don’t run off. I’m starting dinner.”

“I just want to go to the barn and see Black one more time.” Shannon dug around in the vegetable bin for carrots and sliced one into chunks. “I guess I’ll start working with him first thing tomorrow.”

“I give Melanie a lesson at eleven, so we’ll need the ring.”

Shannon realized how her schedule would have to revolve around everybody else’s, which only made her more impatient. “Where’s Daddy?” she asked.

Her mother looked up from scrubbing frosting off the oak table. “I haven’t seen him since he left the party.” She paused. “He’s not been himself lately.”

“Is he getting the flu?”

“No, I don’t think so,” her mother answered. She stopped scrubbing the table and a frown crossed her face. “A little depressed maybe. I think he’s feeling blue again.”

“Maybe he’s working too hard.”

“Running this business is hard work—but I’m afraid it’s more than that.”

Shannon stuffed the carrot chunks into her shirt pocket. “Is something wrong, Mom?” She had always been able to talk openly with her parents, for which she was grateful. Heather was always complaining that with two younger brothers and both her parents working, she could barely get their attention. “At least my horse loves me,” Heather would often grumble.

“Wrong? Of course not. He’s been through these spells before and we’ve weathered them,” her mother assured her with a bright smile. “Don’t worry. Hurry and feed those carrots to that horse. You’re going to spoil him rotten, you know.”

“I know,” Shannon called on her way out the door.

Once inside the barn, she inhaled the fragrance of new hay mingled with leather and horseflesh. To Shannon, the aroma was sweeter than any perfume.

She held out a carrot chunk for Blackwatch, who pricked his ears forward and nibbled across her palm. His velvet muzzle felt soft and his breath warm on her skin. “We’re going to do great things together,” she whispered and scratched behind his ears. The horse snorted and flipped his head, as if he agreed.


Chapter Three
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The next morning, Shannon bolted her breakfast and urged her father to hurry up with his coffee. “Let’s go,” she begged, anxious to get into the training ring with Black.

He waved her off with a smile. “Don’t rush me, princess.”

She was glad to see that his gloomy mood had lifted somewhat. Her mother had told her not to worry and she’d been right. Shannon thought back to all the times her father had helped her prepare for competitions. It had been hard work, but this time it would be well worth it. She owned a horse that was true show material, and now she had a legitimate chance at making her Olympic dreams come true.

She ran ahead of her father to the barn, readied Black for the training session, and was mounted in the ring when her father arrived.

She took a few laps under her father’s watchful eye. “That’s it, Shannon—shorten the reins and let him take the low fences. Let’s see what he’s got.”

Following her father’s instructions, Shannon tightened her grip on Black’s reins and dug her heels into his flank. The horse responded by breaking into a canter, heading straight for the series of evenly spaced three-foot-high fences that her dad had positioned in the training ring. Even though the barriers were low by advanced competition standards, it was necessary to begin with pure gymnastic jumps to determine a horse’s overall athletic abilities.

This allowed trainer and rider to assess a horse’s basic nature. If he was too headstrong, he and his rider would struggle over who would be in control. If he wasn’t spirited enough, he’d never survive the rigors of continuous competition. “That’s right,” her dad urged, “let him adjust his stride.”

Shannon felt Black’s powerful muscles tighten, his front legs lift, and his body sail effortlessly over the series of fences. She reined him in and patted his sweat-flecked neck. “Good boy!” she told him over and over. As a seasoned rider, she knew how important verbal praise was in the training process. “What do you think?” she asked her dad, who was standing beside the fence, studying the big chestnut-colored horse.

“He looks good from here. I like the way he rocks back on his hocks when he starts his jump.”

Shannon knew this was a good sign because it meant that Blackwatch would use his hind end more than his front, thus giving him more power in taking higher hurdles. A horse with insufficient hind end power might understride and “reach” as he jumped—an unsightly midair stretch for which judges deducted points.

“I want your mother to watch you,” her father announced. “She needs to be in on this training from the beginning.”

“Really?” Shannon asked, puzzled. Her mother had many students, but her father always handled Shannon’s training. The bond between them was special, as if they were able to read one another’s thoughts when it came to horses and riding.

“She needs to be, this time,” Shannon’s dad insisted. “It’s in your best interests, and it’s not open to debate.”

“Whatever you say, Dad. Mom’s in the barn.”

“I’ll go check.”

Uneasy about the tone of his voice, Shannon watched him walk away slowly, climb through the fence, and head toward the stables. She felt the warmth of the sun on her face and watched butterflies flutter over wildflowers in the adjoining grassy fields where horses grazed. She inhaled deeply, and her feelings of uneasiness evaporated. She slid off Black, who snorted and nibbled at her shirt pocket. He’d already learned she kept a stash of carrot chunks for rewards. “Take it easy,” she said with a laugh, handing him a bright orange morsel.

She saw Zack pitching hay through an open side door of the barn. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his lean, muscled body looked golden tan. They hadn’t spoken since her birthday, and she couldn’t help but wonder if their encounter had been as special to him as it had been to her.

“Don’t drool.”

Startled, Shannon spun to see Heather on Fantasia. “You sneaked up on me.”

Heather dismounted, looped her reins over the top of the white fence, and climbed over the rail to stand beside Shannon. “I don’t blame you for staring,” Heather added, casting a longing look Zack’s way. “Just don’t act obvious if he sees you.”

“Thanks for the advice.” Shannon pushed Black’s nose away from her shirt pocket, flustered that Heather had caught her daydreaming. “What are you up to?”

“I thought maybe we could go riding on the bridle path after lunch.”

“Can’t. Dad’s working with me.”

“Where is he?”

“Oh, he went to get Mom. He’s decided that she should be part of my training process this time.”

“Does that mean you’ll be jumping Blackwatch in Nashville after all?”

“Why not? If he’s ready. Besides, he has to get used to the crowds sometime.”

Heather stooped, picked up a pebble, and flung it out of the ring. “Maybe we shouldn’t enter the same events.”

“Why not?” Shannon was surprised—they usually competed against one another, but it had never gotten in the way of their friendship. “It would only be for the form and style events anyway.”

“I wouldn’t want Fantasia to show him up,” Heather said.

Her tone was slightly teasing, but Shannon wasn’t sure if she was kidding or not. She felt annoyed. Overall, Black was a superior animal. Any person with an eye for horses could see that.

“It never bothered you when I was riding Pippin,” Shannon observed drily. She watched bright spots of color appear on Heather’s cheeks, and instantly, Shannon felt ashamed. “I didn’t mean to start an argument. But you’ve been acting like my getting a horse is a crime. You know how much I want to ride on a collegiate team. I need a first-rate horse if I’m going to do that. You enjoy riding, but it’s not your whole life.”

“I know,” Heather mumbled. “I was just disappointed because you can’t go riding with me right now.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Shannon told her, hoping to soothe her friend’s feelings. Why was Heather being so argumentative anyway? she wondered silently.

“I didn’t mean to be snobby about Zack either,” Heather added, casting a glance at the tall boy, still pitching hay.

Shannon let her gaze follow Heather’s and released a long sigh. “Don’t worry about it. He doesn’t know I’m alive.”

“But you said he talked to you.”

“I’m the boss’s daughter, remember?”

Heather nodded solemnly. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

Shannon couldn’t be sure, but she thought Heather sounded relieved that Zack had ignored her. “Here come my parents,” she said as her father and mother walked out of the barn. “Back to work.” Shannon mounted Black and Heather shimmied back over the fence. “See you tomorrow,” Shannon called.

“Sure,” Heather said glumly. “Tomorrow.”

Shannon didn’t have time to puzzle over Heather’s behavior. Her parents arrived and began rearranging the jumping course. “Let’s see how he does with more distance between the jumps,” her father called.

“We should have some solid walls if it’s to be a valid test of Black’s ability,” her mom declared. “Why didn’t you bring any solid ones out, Paul?”

“Yeah, Dad,” Shannon said, surprised by her father’s oversight. Some horses took open fences easily, but shied from solid-looking barriers. “We should have thought about that.”

His expression darkened, followed by a look of confusion. “You’re right—I should have.…” He seemed upset as he let the sentence trail. Shannon and her mother waited for him to adjust the course, but he only stood and shook his head. “I’m no good at this anymore,” he told them. “No good at all.”

“What do you mean?” his wife asked. “Of course, you are.”

“I’ve had it for today. Kathleen, take over. I’m going in. There’s a lot I have to get done.”

“But Paul—”

“But Daddy—”

He held up his hand. “I’m sorry. I thought I could face this today, but I can’t. You two go on without me.”

Still sitting on her horse, Shannon watched him walk away. “What should we do, Mom?”

Her mother looked anxious. “Just a minute,” she told Shannon and darted after her husband. Shannon watched them, unable to hear what they were saying. After a minute, her mother patted her father’s back and he walked, stoop-shouldered, toward the house. Her mother began to rearrange the jumping course.

Shannon reined Black around and walked him to the far side of the ring. She realized that they had to keep going with the session, but she felt hurt because her dad had walked away without explanation. Her mother had told her that he was depressed, and she vaguely remembered other times when he’d retreated behind a wall of silence, forcing his family away from him.

She’d been busy with school and Pony Club and had always shrugged it off as “one of Daddy’s moods.” Perhaps he just needed some time to himself. She made a silent promise not to bother him about helping with Black for the next few days. He’d get better. Mom had said so.

Later that evening, just before supper, Shannon strolled down to the barn. Twilight had fallen and gray, murky shadows filled every crevice of the big building. She let her eyes adjust to the gloomy darkness, then checked to make sure Black had feed and water for the night.

She heard a noise and caught her breath. She wasn’t alone. Shannon eased her way down the corridor between the stalls, where the horses were settled in for the night. The muffled sounds had come from the tack room. “Who’s here?” she called. At the door of the room where the riding gear was kept and her father had a small office with a desk and cot, she paused. “Anybody here?” She peered into the dark, straining to see through the shadows. She reached for the light switch.

“Don’t turn on the light,” her father’s voice commanded. His tone—harsh, cold, and demanding—made her gasp and jump backward.


Chapter Four
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“You scared me,” Shannon said. “Were you asleep?”

“No … just resting.”

Shannon felt a flicker of fear leap inside her. “Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m not sick,” he insisted and rolled on his side so that his back was facing her.

Shannon sat down on the cot and fished in her pocket. “I’ve got some carrots if you’re hungry.” She hoped her joke would make him smile.

“Shannon, I really want to be alone right now.”

“Is it something I did? Are you mad at me?”

“No, you’ve done nothing wrong.” He raised himself up to a semisitting position.

She felt reluctant to leave him and tried to think of something that would wipe the sad expression from his face. “Daddy, maybe after supper we could watch TV together and talk about a regular training schedule for Black.” When he didn’t respond, she asked, “Are you sure you’re all right, Daddy?”

Slowly, his eyes focused on her. “Sometimes it’s hard to think about schedules and competing. Sometimes all I want to do is go to Shangri-la. Do they teach you about places like that in school?”

Wide-eyed, Shannon asked, “What do you mean?”

“Shangri-la is a city where people are always happy—where there’s never any sickness or war or dying. It’s paradise on earth.” His voice had taken on a soft, whispering quality.

“Sure, I’ve heard of it, but it’s just make-believe.”

He touched her cheek. “Yes. Make-believe. But wouldn’t it be nice if it was real?”

“Daddy, what are we talking about?”

He dropped back against the cot and flung his arm across his eyes. “ ‘I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite space were it not that I have bad dreams.’ Do you know who wrote that, Shannon?” She didn’t, so he said, “Shakespeare in Hamlet. I know what he’s talking about.”

“Are you saying that you have nightmares?”

“Life’s a bad dream.”

The words stung Shannon. She’d always believed that life was wonderful. He had taught her that through the years. “You scare me when you talk that way. I don’t understand. Please tell me what’s bothering you.”

He swung his legs over the side of the cot and braced his forearms against his knees. “Don’t be frightened. I’ve got a lot on my mind—that’s all. Go on up to the house and eat supper with your mother.” He patted her leg and forced a smile. “I’d just like to be alone for a while. That’s the only thing that helps.”

It didn’t seem logical to her. How could being alone make him feel better? Whenever she got the blues, she tried to keep busy and be around friends because it helped her not to dwell on her mood. Hesitantly, she rose. “If you really want to be by yourself—” She tried one more time to talk to him. “I’m really counting on you to help me with Black, Dad. I need you. There’s just so much I can do without you.”

He raked his hand through his thinning hair with a sigh. “Maybe next week, all right? I have important things to get in order.”

She swallowed down her disappointment. She’d always thought she was one of his most important things. Looking over her shoulder, half hoping he would ask her to come back, she left him alone in the shadows.

Her father had been the one who’d taught her how to properly groom a horse, how to set up a jumping course in the exercise ring; and it was he who stood ringside as she performed for judges during various riding events. Her grandmother always called him “the cheerleader without pom-poms.” Now that he needed cheering up, Shannon didn’t know how to do it. He simply wasn’t interested in the things he’d always loved and cared about.

As darkness settled in the barn, she realized that she’d been gone longer than she’d intended. She jogged to the house. “Dad said to eat without him,” she reported to her mother as she came into the brightly lit kitchen.

Her mother scooped macaroni and cheese onto a plate, but Shannon noticed that she looked worried and preoccupied. Shannon sat down and shoved the food around her plate. “Dad acts like he’s not very interested in working with Black,” she said quietly.

“He’ll help,” her mother said with a smile of encouragement. “You’re a wonderful rider, Shannon. We bought this horse because we both believe you have a real future as an equestrian. You need a quality horse if you plan to get to the top.”

“But if Daddy won’t work with me—”

“He will,” her mother insisted. “Give him some time to get over this little spell.”

“But why does he have these bad moods?”

“Everybody has mood swings.”

“I know, but—”

Her mother interrupted. “Look, it’s obvious that you’re not a little kid anymore, Shannon. When you were younger, it was easy to cover up your dad’s ‘bad days.’ They always pass.”

“But Dad seems to have them more and more often. Why?”

“I don’t know why, but it’s nothing for you to be concerned about. This one will pass, too. You’ll see.” Her mother added, “He’ll be working with you and Black full-time very soon. Don’t forget, he’s your biggest fan.”

Shannon wanted to believe her mother, but she felt like there was a high wall between her and her dad. Now that she needed his help with her new horse, she couldn’t figure out how to jump over it and get close to him like she did when she was a little girl.

   A late-afternoon thunderstorm had come up so suddenly that Shannon was confined to the stable. The week had dragged past. She’d worked with her horse by herself several hours a day. Heather had helped too, but it wasn’t the same as working with her father. Several times, Shannon had noticed Zack watching her as he did his chores, but he didn’t come over to talk.

She was upset that her father had gone away for several days. He hadn’t said where, only that he had business to take care of out of town. He had returned the night before, but hadn’t seemed any less moody. She sighed, watching the rain fall and feeling trapped because of it.

“It can’t last forever,” she told Black, who moved restlessly in his stall. She patted his neck and he nuzzled her shirt pocket. “You’ve already eaten all the carrots,” she told him, holding open the pocket for his inspection. “See? All gone.”

Black shook his head and Shannon laughed. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re a horse, but you act like a pig.”

She heard noises coming from the tack room, and when she went to investigate, she found Zack. He was soaping a saddle that straddled a wooden bench. Shannon felt her cheeks burn. He must have heard her talking to her horse. “I thought I was alone,” she blurted.

He kept applying polish in brisk circular motions. “I can’t do any of my outside chores, so I thought I’d do something in here,” he mumbled.

Shannon realized that he was as self-conscious as she was. “I thought you got off at four.” The wall clock read four-fifteen.

“Can’t go anywhere until the rain stops. I’m on my motorcycle.”

Shannon entered the room. “Careful or you might rub a hole in it,” she kidded.

His neck and ears turned red. “Sorry.”

Seeing that she had an effect on Zack made her feel courageous and giddy. “I wasn’t telling you how to do your job. I was just making small talk.”

“Oh.”

Shannon settled onto the cot and propped her boots up on the old trunk that had been her father’s when he’d been in the Army. A small window with dusty panes, now streaked with rain, allowed soft light into the room. She inhaled the rich smells of leather and soap, mingled with hay. “I love this tack room, don’t you?”

“I like this whole place,” Zack replied, looking up at her for the first time.

“Do you know what I think?” she began, and he gave her a questioning look. “I think that as soon as the rain stops you and I should go riding.”

“You know I don’t own a horse.”

“Black needs the exercise and so does Pippin. You can ride her.”

“I can ride Pippin?”

“Sure. She’s a great horse. There’s a stream on the back acres of the property and neat riding trails.”

His expression was shy, but eager. “Is it all right if I don’t use a saddle?”

“You mean ride bareback?”

“If it’s all right.”

“Okay—Pippin’s pretty tame. I’ll ride Black without a saddle, too.”

“I’ve seen you working with him. Is he doing okay?”

“He’s a fast learner. So far I’ve only used the lunge rope and side reins, but next week Dad’s supposed to help me, so then it should go faster.”

“I think the rain stopped,” Zack said, peering out the window.

Shannon jumped up. “Then come on. Let’s bridle the horses and hit the trail.”

“You’re sure your parents won’t mind?”

“Are you sure yours won’t?”

His face flushed. “I told you, I live with my grandmother.”

She waited for him to say something more, but when he didn’t, she attempted to regain the spirit of fun and called, “Race ya!” Then she bolted for the door.


Chapter Five
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The trees were wet and raindrops sprinkled on Shannon’s hair and shoulders. Beneath her, she felt the solid, well-muscled back of her horse and behind her, she heard Pippin snort. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Zack swaying comfortably with the horse’s plodding gait. His long legs dangled past Pippin’s flank and he seemed quite at home. “I thought you said you couldn’t ride.”

“I can’t ride like you,” he answered. “Up and down in perfect rhythm in that little English saddle.”

“It’s called ‘posting,’ ” she said. “How come you can ride bareback?”

“Promise you won’t tell?” The trail through the trees had gotten wide enough for him to pull up alongside of Shannon.

“I promise.”

“Next door to my grandma’s place is an old farm. There was this horse that grazed in the owner’s back field. He was young and I’d heard that he was wild, you know, not broken in for riding.”

“Horses like that can be dangerous.”

“I used to sneak over and give him carrots and apple slices and we got to be friends.”

“You did?”

“Then one day when no one was around, I just swung my leg over his back. He didn’t like it at first and he bucked and I fell off, but I didn’t give up. After a while, he didn’t seem to mind. Sometimes late at night, I’d sneak over and ride him in the moonlight.”

“No one knew?”

She saw Zack’s ears redden. “I know I shouldn’t have, but the horse didn’t seem to mind.”

“You had fun?”

“It was great,” he said, patting Pippin along her neck. “I felt so free—like I didn’t have any problems—and I pretended that I was the only person in the world. I’d go galloping across the field feeling like the wind. Like this,” he called as he galloped off.

Shannon reined in Black and watched as Zack turned Pippin in a wide arc and finally stopped beside her. She wondered what Zack’s problems were and wished he’d tell her. “Do you still do it?” she asked him. “Do you ride in the moonlight?”

“Not anymore. About a year ago, the people sold the horse. I’ll never forget standing at the fence and watching them load him on a trailer and drive away. I felt like I was losing a friend.” Shannon understood completely. Horses had always been special friends to her—more important than people friends sometimes. “Do you have any pets?”

Zack flipped his black hair off his forehead. “My grandma’s allergic to animals, so I could never have any. I guess that’s why I like working at your stable so much. I get to be around animals all the time.”

“Maybe you can get a horse and board him at the stable. That way he’d always be yours.”

Zack shook his head. “Grandma doesn’t have money for a horse, and whatever I earn goes to helping us out.”

His admission surprised her, and once again she wanted to ask about his life. She almost did, too, but Zack urged Pippin forward and took the lead on the trail. She hugged her knees into Black’s flank and clucked. The horse picked up his gait. Riding behind Zack allowed Shannon to study him. Sunlight flickered leafy patterns off his straight back and squared shoulders. She decided that he had a fine physique, and wondered if he thought she was pretty.

She heard the sound of the creek up ahead and called, “The water’s probably running swift because of the rain, so be careful.”

At the stream’s edge, Zack slid off Pippin and crouched. Shannon slipped off Black and joined him. Water poured over rocks and pebbles in the stream-bed, pushing sticks and debris in its current. “I like the way it looks,” he said. The water looked wild and white. It splashed as Zack dipped his hand in it.

“You like being outdoors, don’t you?” Shannon asked.

“I always have. Don’t you?”

“Yes. I’d rather be here in the woods with my horse than anywhere else.”

“You’re lucky you got to grow up in a place like this.”

“Dad’s family, the Campbells, have had this place for years,” Shannon told him. “I guess one day it’ll belong to me.” Saying it aloud weighted her with a sense of responsibility she’d not felt before. Someday all this land, the farm, stables, pastures, and house would be hers because she was the last of her father’s line. She remembered in particular a day that her father had told her as much. He had acted as if his owning the farm was a burden. “The landed gentry,” he’d declared sarcastically. “We’re the fine old Southerners who hang onto our traditions at all costs. We do whatever we must—whatever’s expected of us. We must protect the family reputation above all else.”

Zack interrupted her thoughts by asking, “If you don’t make the Olympic riding team, will you come back here to live?”

“I guess so. It’s home. Making the team is only a dream—and a long way off.” She laughed. “I still have to face tenth grade next year.”

“At Baylor?” The sprawling private school that overlooked the Tennessee River was well-known in the area.

“It was my grandfather’s alma mater. When it went coed a few years back, Grandmother said he’d be proud to know that a Campbell was still attending. How about you?”

He named one of the larger public high schools. “It’s not so bad—a person can get lost in the crowds.”

“Do you want to be lost?”

He turned toward her, his dark brown eyes shadowy. “I never wanted to stand out and I never have.”

She couldn’t imagine why he chose to be a loner. With his dark, good looks, she’d have thought he’d be popular. She dropped her gaze, trying to hide her feelings toward him, and stood up. “So you keep to yourself and shovel out stables. You like riding horses in the moonlight and—” She stopped, because she didn’t want him to think she was teasing him. Shannon reached out and took his arm. “Hey, I think all that’s great. I’m not making fun. Honest.”

“The job’s the best thing about this summer,” he said softly. Shannon felt her stomach turn a flip-flop. “I like your family,” he added, looking past her toward the trees. “You’re lucky.”

“You keep saying that.”

“It’s true. Your mom’s really nice.”

“And my dad? What do you think of him?” Shannon asked, eager for Zack’s opinion.

“I don’t think he likes me very much.” Zack shook his head and a puzzled frown settled on his face.

“Of course he does. Why do you think that?”

“He’s sort of moody.”

In spite of knowing that what Zack said was true, she wanted to defend her father. “He’s just preoccupied, that’s all. Mom says he’ll snap out of it soon.”

“I found him in the tack room last week,” Zack explained. “He was just sitting on the cot and staring at the floor. When I apologized for interrupting him, he acted like he hadn’t even heard me speak. I wasn’t sure what was going on.”

Shannon squirmed uncomfortably. “I’m not sure what’s wrong. His work used to be important, but now he acts like he doesn’t care about it anymore. He talks about stuff I don’t understand. I wish I did.”

“Maybe he’s got something heavy on his mind.” Zack picked up a handful of pebbles and began dropping them methodically into the surging creek. “Do your mom and dad fight?”

Shannon hesitated. Even if they did, she’d always been taught not to speak about family disagreements. “Not very much,” she said finally. “Mom says we have to be patient. I know she gets mad at him sometimes, but they never yell and shout at each other.”

“That’s good,” Zack said. Shannon wondered why he’d asked, but before she could ask him, he said, “Sun’s starting to go down. Maybe we should head back. I have to get home for supper.”

“Mom’ll be looking for me, too.” For the first time, she noticed that the woods around them had grown darker as the sun had sunk. Zack’s features were shrouded in twilight, and she couldn’t make out the details of his face. She’d never been alone with a boy like this and her heart thudded. “I’ll lead,” she said, grabbing a handful of Black’s mane and tossing herself across his back. “There’s a shorter way to the stables.”

On the ride back, she and Zack didn’t speak, but Shannon didn’t mind. She savored the time she’d spent alone with him and hoped they could do it again. As they neared the barn, the horses picked up their pace. “They know they’re going home,” Shannon said with a laugh.

“I’ll help put them up.”

“We need to make sure they have feed and water.”

At the stable, Zack pointed to a lone light shining in the tack room. “I don’t remember leaving that on.”

“You didn’t,” Shannon said. “Someone’s in there.” She dismounted and hurried toward the room. Zack followed her, and at the doorway she halted so abruptly that he almost plowed into her. She saw her father on his knees in front of his army trunk with its lid raised. He was methodically stacking items in orderly piles on the floor and on the cot.

“Daddy!” she said, her face breaking into a smile.

But instead of returning her greeting, her father slammed down the lid, jumped to his feet, and turned on her. His face was livid. “Don’t you ever sneak up on me like that! Do you hear? Don’t you ever, ever do that again!”


Chapter Six
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Stunned, Shannon felt chilled. She stepped backward and encountered the solid body of Zack, who put his hands on her shoulders and drew her protectively against himself. “I’m sorry, Daddy,” she mumbled. “I—we didn’t mean anything.”

“You startled me, that’s all.” His face regained some color. “I came down here to be alone.”

“We—Zack and I—we were out riding. We just got back and were putting the horses away and saw the light on.”

“I thought I might have left it on, sir,” Zack interjected.

“Forget it. No problem. I didn’t mean to overreact, but I wasn’t expecting anyone to interrupt me.”

“Isn’t it time for dinner?” Shannon asked. “Come back to the house with me.”

“I told your mother I wasn’t hungry.”

“You won’t be eating supper with us again?”

Shannon must have sounded disappointed because he turned toward her and shook his head apologetically. “I’m really not hungry. Not much of an appetite these days it seems.”

She shifted awkwardly, then let her gaze drift to the stacks of items from the trunk. She didn’t want to leave him alone. He was acting strange and she felt anxious. “What are you doing? Spring cleaning?” She smiled shakily, trying some humor.

“Getting my things in order.”

Puzzled, Shannon took a step forward. Behind her, Zack moved too. “What things?”

“Shannon, I don’t need an audience.”

On the cot lay a stack of papers with official-looking U.S. government seals, a drab olive-colored canteen, and an old phonograph record. “What’s this?”

“It’s ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone,’ by Peter, Paul, and Mary.”

“I’ve never heard of them. What’s the song about?”

“About how young girls pick flowers and give them to young men who become soldiers who get killed in wars and end up in graveyards where flowers grow on their grave sites. Then the girls come and pick them and start the cycle all over again.”

“It doesn’t sound very happy.”

He sighed heavily. “It was a war protest song from the sixties. I liked it a lot.”

“Are all these things from when you were in the Army?” It was Zack who asked the question. For a moment, Shannon had forgotten he was still in the room.

“From when I was in Vietnam,” Mr. Campbell said. “It was a long time ago.”

Shannon said, “We read about the war in history class. My teacher said he went to Canada so he didn’t have to go fight.” Shannon knew her father had fought in Vietnam, but she’d never heard him discuss it. She asked, “What was it like over there?”

Paul Campbell leaned down and restacked a perfectly ordered pile of clothing. “I don’t want to talk about Vietnam.” His voice sounded cold and flat, making her shiver.

Shannon’s gaze swept downward to the cot. A gun lay on top of an old army blanket. Her stomach recoiled. She didn’t know her father owned a gun. He never went hunting like so many of his friends. He always said, “I want to save animals’ lives. I won’t destroy them.” She pointed to the gun. “Is that from the Army, too?”

Her father lifted the pistol. “No. It belonged to a friend of mine in Nam. He left it to me.” The weapon looked hard and dangerous. Her father retrieved a rectangular piece of metal and slid it into the handle of the pistol where the sound of metal clicking against metal had a tone of finality. “This is the clip that holds the ammunition.”

“Should you load it?”

“The clip’s empty,” he told her. “No shells.”

Shannon smiled weakly. “So it’s just a souvenir?” She stared at him, her eyes holding his, making her feel like she had somehow cornered him.

“Yes. That’s one way of seeing it—it’s a souvenir.”

“Zack and I can help you put everything away,” she offered.

“Yes, sir,” Zack added quickly. “It’ll only take a minute.”

“No, you kids go on up to the house. There are things I want to do by myself.”

“But Daddy—”

Her father flashed her a warning look, and she felt Zack tug on her arm gently. “We’ve still got to take care of the horses. Let’s leave your dad alone.”

She followed Zack into the stable area where Black and Pippin were munching on hay. Wordlessly, they put the animals into separate stalls and made sure they had feed and water. Outside the barn, Zack said, “I’ll walk you to your house.”

“You don’t have to. I know it’s late and maybe your grandma’s worried.”

He hesitated. “Okay. Maybe I should get my bike and get out of here. Are you all right? Did your dad upset you?”

“I’m fine,” she lied. “He’ll be fine, too,” she insisted evasively, more for her own benefit than Zack’s.

“Thanks for letting me ride Pippin. I really enjoyed it.”

“Me too.” She watched him retrieve his motorcycle from the empty stall where he usually stashed it. “See you tomorrow,” she called. He waved and she watched him ride out of the barn and up the shale driveway that led to the highway.

Stars were beginning to appear in the darkening sky, and the air was warm and muggy, heavy with humidity left over from the summer rain. Shannon hugged her arms to her body and shivered. Things were not getting better with her father. He was retreating farther away from them, and it scared her. If only he could be happy again. If only she could devise some plan to draw him close. With a shake of her head, Shannon hurried toward her house, where she felt safe in the brightness.

   On Friday, Shannon met her grandmother in the hospital cafeteria. “You might want to try the salad bar,” Grandmother said as she led the way into the dining area. “It’s quite tasty and there’s all sorts of healthy things to choose from.”

Shannon’s eyes darted around the room. Sunshine gleamed through a wall of narrow windows decorated with miniblinds and hanging green plants. Doctors, nurses, and technicians in white sat at Formica-topped tables. She felt out of place. “Is it all right for us to be in here?” she asked.

“This is the staff cafeteria. Visitors eat in another.”

Two nurses greeted her grandmother, who introduced her as “my sweet granddaughter.”

“You look lovely, dear,” Grandmother commented as they chose a table by the windows.

Shannon’s pantyhose felt like they were suffocating her legs. “You know I’d rather be in jeans.”

“It’s just for an hour. It’s important to dress properly, Shannon.” Grandmother led the way to the salad bar. “What did you think of my new office?” she asked as Shannon heaped her plate with lettuce and vegetables.

The “office” was a tiny cubbyhole with a desk and a small file cabinet. Photos of Shannon and her parents were perched on the desk alongside a crystal vase that held a single red rose. “It doesn’t have any windows.”

“Yes, but I have a phone and the ear of the public relations manager. Together, we’re planning quite a fête champêtre for August.”

“A what?”

Grandmother laughed and settled in her chair. “A party. You remember—that charity ball I told you about.” Shannon nodded and took a bite of salad. “We’re holding it in the grand ballroom of the Read House.” Shannon knew the hotel to be one of Chattanooga’s oldest and finest. “We’re using a fairytale motif and the invitations will read: ‘Make Happily Ever After Come True.’ ” She flashed Shannon a smile. “Do you like?”

“Sounds good to me, Grandma.”

“We’ll have to buy you something very special to wear.”

“Are you sure Mom and Dad will come?”

“Well, of course they’ll come. It will be quite a social event and our family has status in the community, you know.”

Shannon had heard about her family status many times. Her Grandfather Campbell had been well respected in the community both as a doctor and an outstanding horseman. She was only two when he’d died, so she didn’t remember him, except through old photographs. She sometimes wished she did. Shannon had been told that her grandfather had come home after work one day and dropped dead of a heart attack. It had been a shock to the whole family. “All right, I’ll buy a new dress,” Shannon said, smiling at her grandmother, “but something that makes me look sophisticated instead of like a kid.”

Grandmother arched an eyebrow. “Oh really? Could there be a Prince Charming waiting to whisk you away?”

Shannon giggled, partly to cover her discomfort. “What prince is going to ride away with me when I already have my own horse? Especially a horse that I like better than any prince.”

Grandmother laughed along with her. “Just you wait, young lady. In a few more years, your perfect Prince Charming will come along and then we’ll talk about the importance of that silly old horse.”

“Don’t let Black hear you. He’d be offended. He already thinks he’s a person.”

“Of course, I hope it’s not too soon. I know how much your father enjoys your riding competitions. He’s always had big dreams for you, you know.”

“I know. They’re my dreams, too. With Daddy’s help, they’ll come true.”

“How’s the training coming along?” Grandmother asked.

“Slow. Dad’s been busier than usual, so he’s not had much time to help me yet. He’s been pretty down lately, too.”

Her grandmother’s expression grew serious. “I am a little concerned about your father.”

“Me too,” Shannon admitted. Just then, someone greeted Grandmother. She smiled, but Shannon could tell that it was forced. “Let’s go back to my office when you’re finished eating and we can talk in private.”

“I’m finished,” Shannon said, rising quickly from her chair. “Let’s go now.”


Chapter Seven
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The hospital halls were quiet. “Everybody’s still at lunch,” Grandmother reminded her. In her office, Grandmother sat behind her desk and Shannon settled in a metal folding chair.

“What’s wrong with Daddy?” Shannon blurted out, unable to contain herself a minute longer.

“I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to alarm you,” Grandmother said with a kind smile. “He seemed rather distracted at your party and I’m a little concerned about him. Now you tell me he’s not helping with Black’s training.”

“He asked Mom to help, then he went away for a few days. He came back feeling happier, but I can tell he’s not his usual self. Mom just says to wait it out. That he’ll get over his blues eventually. We’re supposed to go to Nashville for a big horse show next weekend.”

Grandmother seemed relieved. “That’s good. I know that horse shows usually perk him up.”

“But the other night I found him going through his old army trunk in the tack room. There was a whole bunch of stuff I’d never seen before—old army souvenirs,” Shannon confided, though she thought it best not to mention the pistol.

Grandmother laced her fingers together and leaned forward. “That was such a terrible time for him. For all of us really. Your grandfather was so certain that Vietnam was a noble war, and Paul—most of his friends, too—didn’t. We had some pretty heated discussions about it.”

“But Daddy went.”

“Yes. So did most of his friends. Several of them died over there, too. It was a sad, terrible time. Vietnam changed him, you know.”

“How?”

“It took away his idealism. He and your grandfather didn’t always see eye to eye on matters. Especially when it came to performing one’s patriotic duty.” Grandmother frowned and shook her head. “Your grandfather didn’t truly understand your father and his deep sensitivity toward life. Paul was always rather serious—even as a child. He wanted the world to be perfect and life to be fair. It isn’t.” She paused. “You know that, don’t you, Shannon?”

“I guess so. I’ve never really thought about it much.”

“Paul tends to be disillusioned easily. That’s why I was so glad he married a woman like your mother. She was never very close to her own family and was glad to join the Campbell household. She’s practical and lighthearted. It’s a good balance between them, I think.”

It pleased Shannon knowing that Grandmother approved of her mother. She thought of how Heather had told her that her grandparents didn’t like her mother at all and they complained every chance they got. “Mom’s doubled the membership of the Pony Club in a year. We’ve got a picnic and the annual overnight camp-out already planned for this summer.”

“You mean sleep outside on the ground?” Her grandmother wrinkled her nose.

“It’s fun, Gram. We ride our horses on the backside of the mountain and pitch tents and camp under the stars.”

A gentle tap on the door made both of them look up. “Is this a private party, or can anybody come?” a woman asked.

“Madeline,” Grandmother said, rising, “come in and meet my granddaughter, Shannon.”

Shannon was sorry for the interruption, but she smiled at the small, plump woman who looked about the same age as her grandmother. “This is Madeline Lawrence. She’s on staff here at the hospital.”

“So you’re the reason Betty was otherwise engaged at lunch today, leaving us without a fourth for our bridge game,” Madeline said with a twinkling eye.

“I guess so.”

“You’re forgiven,” Madeline told her. “If I had a granddaughter, I’d want to have lunch with her, too.”

Shannon asked, “Do you have any grandchildren?”

“No … no grandchildren at all.” Madeline said with soft finality before turning to Betty. “Are we still on for the Little Theater tomorrow night?”

“Absolutely.”

“Shall we meet in the lobby at seven-thirty?”

“I’ll be waiting.”

Madeline smiled kindly at Shannon. “It was good to meet you. Betty talks about you all the time.”

“She seems really nice,” Shannon observed when they were again alone.

“Yes, she’s an amazing lady. Her husband and three children were killed when their private plane crashed about fourteen years ago.”

Shannon gasped, “That’s awful.”

“I first met her at a bridge party right after Hugh died. We were both lonely. We became friendly at the time, but then lost touch.”

“You said she works here.”

“Yes, I ran into her when I started my volunteer work here last winter. She’d gone back to school to train to be a counselor. We’ve renewed our friendship.”

“School? But she’s old.” Shannon clamped her hand over her mouth, embarrassed.

“Goodness, your brain doesn’t dry up with age,” Grandmother teased. “She works for a new hospital program for people who are terminally ill. She helps the patient and families cope with their feelings.”

Shannon grimaced slightly. “Well, I guess someone has to do it.”

“I’m sure she’s quite good. It’s been encouraging to see how she’s managed to overcome such tragedy in her own life and help others.” Grandmother looked at her watch. “I’ve got a meeting with several board members in five minutes. Shall I call a taxi for you?”

“I’m supposed to wait in the lobby for Mom. She’s picking me up in fifteen minutes.” At the doorway, Shannon hugged her grandmother. “Thanks for lunch.”

“Thanks for coming. It was good to spend time with you, dear. I feel better knowing you’re going to the Nashville horse show with your father. I know watching you perform will make him happy.”

Shannon made her way back down the hall toward the elevator. She rode up to the lobby and chose a seat near the door so that she’d see her mother the moment she pulled into the circular driveway.

She saw her grandmother’s friend, Madeline, pushing a patient in a wheelchair and waved. She thought about Madeline’s loss. It gave her the creeps, and made her shiver. She stepped outside into the warm sunlight to wait for her mom. For some reason, the hospital had left her cold.

   Shannon couldn’t find stamps for the Pony Club newsletter anywhere. She’d promised her mom she’d ride Black up to the post office on Lookout Mountain that afternoon to mail them.

She decided to look in her father’s desk in his study. Shannon knocked on the closed door, when no one answered, she entered, She’d never liked this room. It was dark and somber with walls painted deep hunter green and the furniture and woodwork stained a dark brown. These days, her father kept the blinds and curtain closed around the clock. By comparison, the rest of the house was light and airy. “I like it this way,” her father explained. “It’s my cocoon. It makes me feel comfortable and safe.”

She flipped on the light. The room looked neat and orderly, more so than she could ever remember. The pillows were carefully arranged on the navy-blue leather sofa, the bookshelves were organized and tidy with every book erect. The usual clutter of horse and riding magazines were stacked in magazine file holders. She wondered if her mother had sneaked in and cleaned up the place, but couldn’t imagine why. The room was Dad’s, and he hated to have anybody mess around with it.

Shannon went to the desk. Documents were neatly stacked. There were several insurance policies and a file dated for last year’s tax return. Careful not to disturb the papers, she opened the top drawer and rummaged for a roll of stamps. She spied a note in her father’s handwriting. It appeared scrawled, not neat and steady like his usual penmanship. A sense of guilt made her glance about the room. She was alone. She lifted the note and read,


I wish I could give my feelings away for just a day to someone else. But then that person would know how lonely I feel and that wouldn’t be fair. I can’t tell Kathleen and Shannon must be spared. Dear God, I wish I could crawl out of my skin for only a day and be free. Please, please, let me be free.



Shannon felt chilling goose bumps all over. She reread the note. Was her daddy lonely? Didn’t she and Mom make him happy? What did he want to be freed from? She considered taking the note and showing it to her mother, but just as quickly rejected the idea. “That’s what you get for snooping, Shannon Campbell,” she said to herself. Who knows how long that note has been lying in that drawer? Or what its purpose was?

Shannon grabbed the stamps and slammed the drawer shut. She refused to think about the dumb note. Her father had probably forgotten he’d even written it. She took a deep breath to calm down, then crossed the room, turned off the light, and retreated into the sunlight in the kitchen.


Chapter Eight
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“What do you mean you’re not coming with us? You always go with us! Daddy, you’ve got to come.” Shannon stood in the kitchen confronting her father.

Her mother put her hand on Shannon’s shoulder to quiet her. “Paul, we’re leaving for Nashville at six tomorrow morning, and you’re just now mentioning that you don’t want to come? Why didn’t you say something earlier in the week?”

“Don’t act like it’s the end of the world.” Paul Campbell’s voice sounded conciliatory.

“But Daddy!” Shannon cried.

“Sweetheart, I have things I have to do. I can’t get away for the whole day tomorrow.”

“What things?” his wife asked. “You said all the bookwork was caught up.”

“Things are in order, but not finished.”

Shannon felt utterly confused. For the past week her father had been frenetically active. He’d cleaned out his file drawers, organized closets, fixed the broken steps on the back porch deck, replaced the rotted split rails in the fence across the front of their property, and helped Zack repair the lawn tractor so that he could mow the western pastures. He’d eaten supper with them every night and even watched TV with Shannon several evenings. He seemed more happy and content than he had in months. So much so that Shannon had been convinced that his depressed mood had passed, just as her mother had told her it would. But now, to announce that he wasn’t going to the meet when she’d been counting on him to be there was an unwelcome surprise. “What if Black gives me problems?” she asked.

“He won’t. He’s a fine horse and you’re an excellent horsewoman. Besides, your mother will be there with you.”

Shannon fell silent, out of arguments. Her mother still pleaded. “I really don’t understand, Paul. You know how much we count on your being there. I’ve got five girls participating in this show and I need your help.”

“You’re a strong, fine, capable woman, Kathleen. You don’t need me.”

Shannon’s mother released a heavy sigh. “It’s obvious we aren’t going to change your mind tonight. It’s late and we’ve got to get up at five in order to roll by six. Let’s sleep on it and maybe tomorrow you’ll change your mind.”

“No, I can’t come. But I’ll help you load Black in the van. And I’ll make you a thermos of coffee, with a pinch of cinnamon the way you like it.”

“All right,” his wife replied. “We won’t make you come this time, but next time—”

“I’ll be going. Next time will be different.”

Shannon wasn’t satisfied, but she went to bed. The next morning she woke to the smell of cinnamon-spiked coffee and frying bacon. Her father fixed breakfast, talked cheerfully, and seemed in fantastically good spirits, though he still refused to go with them. As they loaded riding habits, gear, and two coolers into the station wagon, the morning was dark and starless with only a slight trace of gray in the eastern sky.

Shannon made sure Black had feed in the trailer before leading him up the ramp and securing him. He nuzzled her pocket and she offered him a piece of carrot. The horse seemed eager, as if he knew it was a show day. She stroked his neck and kissed his velvety muzzle. “Let’s win big, okay?” she whispered. Maybe then her dad would be sorry he hadn’t been with them to see it.

“Are we ready?” her mother asked her husband.

“Yes. We’re ready. Perfectly ready,” he answered cryptically. His smile was wistful as he toyed with Shannon’s silky hair. “You’re going to do just fine, honey. Both of you are.” He glanced toward his wife.

“You act like we’re going away for a week,” Shannon said, stifling a yawn. “We’ll be back tonight, Daddy.”

“Shannon’s right, Paul,” her mother said. “I expect to be home around midnight, so don’t wait up if you’re tired.”

He hugged them both. His arms tightened around Shannon and he whispered, “Bye, baby.”

She felt her irritation over his not coming evaporate and assured him, “I’ll win big for you.”

Shannon and her mother climbed into the wagon, and her mother carefully inched the car and horse trailer up the drive. Shannon looked in the side mirror and saw her father standing in the kitchen doorway. She saw him raise his hand and wave as they drove off. She watched until his body became a speck against the morning light.

   “Wow! Is this show neat or what?” Heather craned her neck to see each of the five rings from atop her horse as she spoke.

“Much bigger than last year,” Shannon said, twisting slightly in her saddle to observe all the rings. Advanced jumping was being held in one ring, in another were beginners with three-foot fences, in a third equitation for intermediates, and in a fourth the youngest riders were putting their ponies through walk-trot equitation judging.

“Look at that little guy,” Heather said, pointing to a boy who was maybe five, sitting rigidly on a dappled gray pony.

Shannon giggled and teased, “Cute kid. I saw him watching you and Fantasia earlier.”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Do you suppose he has a big brother around here?”

“You have a one-track mind!”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re the one who’s got Zack’s undivided attention.”

“We went riding together, once. Anyway, Daddy’s kept him so busy lately I’ve hardly seen him.”

“Still, he barely notices anyone except you.”

“I think he does notice, but he’s really shy.”

Just then Shannon’s mother approached. “Shannon, I’ve got to coach Tammy through her walk-trot event and Melanie is supposed to show in the pony ring. Since I can’t be in two places at once, I need your help. Can you supervise Melanie for me?”

“Sure, Mom.” Shannon clucked to Black and directed him over to the children’s grass ring where eleven-year-old Melanie was biting her fingernails. “Are you ready?” Shannon asked brightly, remembering when she’d been a beginner. Melanie’s parents paid for lessons and for all entry fees but rarely attended the Pony Club events. Shannon felt sorry for her and thought about how lucky she’d been that her father had always been standing by, cheering for her.

“I—I guess so,” Melanie said. “What if Mesquite won’t obey me?”

Shannon dismounted and patted Melanie’s pony, checking the cinch on the saddle. The image of her father’s hands sprang into her mind’s eye. He had big hands, square shaped, with strong, blunt fingers. They were powerful, able to control a wild, unbroken horse. They were gentle, able to calm and soothe a crying child. She remembered the time she’d taken a spill during a meet. A tender warmth swept through her as she recalled the way he’d comforted her, stroking and reassuring her with his large, strong hands.

She shook her head to clear away the poignant memory and told Melanie, “You know what to do. Let him know who’s the boss. Be firm when you give a direction with your heels or the reins. Don’t be indecisive. A horse can feel it if a rider’s uncertain.” She smiled to herself because she sounded so much like her father.

“My stomach’s full of butterflies,” Melanie moaned.

“Go ahead, they’re calling your class,” Shannon said giving Mesquite a firm pat on his rump. “You’ll be great. I’ll stand here by the fence so you can see me as you complete each circuit.” She kept her promise, and when Melanie and Mesquite performed well, she felt proud. She knew her father would have been proud of her and her role as teacher. She found herself wishing again that he’d come with them.

Even though Melanie and her horse bobbled some moves, after it was over, Melanie came away with a white ribbon for fifth place. Her eyes danced as she fluttered the ribbon in Shannon’s face. “I won! I won!”

Shannon laughed and shook Melanie’s hand, recalling the first ribbon she’d won. Her father had taken plenty of photos and acted as if she’d won a million dollar lottery. Of course, that was when she’d been a skinny little kid whose headgear flopped down over her eyes. She pictured him sitting home alone and hoped that he hadn’t fallen into another blue mood.

By the time the sun was setting, the Scotland Yard Pony Club had collected a boxful of colored ribbons, the majority of them blue. On the way home, Shannon and her mother discussed the events. “Black did well, especially since it was his first big show,” her mother said.

“He’d have done better if Daddy had been with us. Next time, I want to enter him in the advanced jumper events.”

“We’ll set up a more rigorous training schedule tomorrow. Now that your dad’s feeling better, you can work more consistently. The Knoxville show’s next month.”

“Maybe we should call Dad and tell him how we did.”

Shannon’s mother glanced at the clock in the car’s dashboard. “It’s almost eleven, Chattanooga time. He might be in bed.” She patted Shannon’s hand. “We’ll give him a blow-by-blow description tomorrow.”

Exhausted, Shannon yawned and snuggled into the car’s upholstery. The next thing she knew her mother was shaking her awake. “Your coach has arrived, Cinderella,” her mother joked. “I’ll unhitch the trailer and you can get Black settled for the night while I drive up to the house and start unloading the car.”

Shannon rubbed her sleepy eyes. “Can’t we let Daddy do the car in the morning?”

“I’ll just take the ice chests inside.” Her mother studied the darkened house. “That’s odd, your dad didn’t leave the porch light on for us. He must have forgotten.”

“Maybe it’s burned out.”

“No matter. Hurry along, I’ll see you at the house.”

Shannon stifled a yawn and watched the tail-lights recede up the drive. She took Black’s halter rope. “Okay, big guy, time for nighty-night.” When she entered the stable and flipped on the light, Pippin neighed from her stall. “It’s only us,” Shannon announced, leading Black into his enclosure.

She gave him grain and checked his water while Pippin whinnied and pawed the floor. “What is your problem?” Shannon asked, letting herself into the stall. Pippin nudged her and Shannon saw that the horse had no feed. “You’re hungry!” Shannon declared with a frown. “Why didn’t Zack feed you?”

She quickly filled the trough with grain, deciding not to tell her mom, but to ask Zack about it in the morning. She’d hate to have her father fire him. Shannon was locking Pippin’s stall door when she heard her mother scream.

She felt the hair stand up on her neck and arms and her heartbeat accelerate, but for an instant, her muscles wouldn’t respond. Then, as if catapulted from a slingshot, Shannon raced up the darkened driveway to the house. Flinging open the back door, she shouted, “Mom! What’s wrong? Where are you?”

She saw a light coming from her father’s study, and she heard her mother sobbing and crying. Shannon ran down the hallway, knocking over a small table. In the doorway to the study, she saw her mother braced, hands covering her mouth, her body heaving and shaking. “Mom! Mom!”

Her mother grabbed Shannon’s shoulders and thrust her away. “No! Don’t go in there!”

Hurled backward, Shannon strained to see around her mother. What horror had happened? Where was her father? Instantly, her gaze found him at his desk. His body slumped forward and blood puddled on the gleaming wood surface. Shannon gagged and tried to force her way past her mother, who struggled to push her out of the room.

Shannon heard someone screaming and screaming, and until her mother stopped shaking her, she didn’t realize it was her.


Chapter Nine
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Flashing blue lights on police cars spun in perfect mechanical synchronization. Mesmerized, Shannon hugged her arms to herself and studied them from the kitchen window. Policemen milled through her house. Her mother sat at the table answering questions while a man jotted notes on a spiral pad. Shannon felt so cold that her teeth chattered. Beside her stood another policeman, and he was sweating.

She’d vomited and her stomach was still heaving. The taste in her mouth was awful, but she wouldn’t drink anything. She couldn’t leave the window, even though the policeman kept urging her to sit down. She wanted to watch the blue lights, had to watch them, because they were constant and hypnotic, like beacons that held her sanity in place.

A siren wailed, and red lights joined the blue ones as an ambulance pulled into the backyard. Shannon watched the vehicle roll over the neat row of stones that her father had placed around a flowerbed only last week. She almost told the driver to move it before her daddy saw what he’d done.…

Uniformed attendants came in and shuttled through the kitchen, dragging a stretcher bed on clacking wheels into the living room. Shannon knew they were going to the study. Soon the attendants came back through the kitchen, rolling the stretcher that held a black bag. Shannon started wailing and she swung at the people, clawing the air. Voices kept telling her to “stay calm.”

She thought she heard her mother, but couldn’t be sure. Pressure built inside her chest until she couldn’t breathe. The room began to spin and suddenly, she was falling, falling and the blue lights dimmed, the voices dulled, and everything went to black.

Shannon felt like she was treading water in a large, dark, peaceful lake. How warm the water was! Warm and silky against her skin. Someone kept shining a light in her eyes and she tried to duck below the surface where it was calm and soft. The light kept coming, growing brighter, and with it noise, someone calling her name.

Her eyelids fluttered open, stabbing light painfully into her pupils. She moaned and tried to turn away from the sunlight flooding through an unfamiliar window. Her lips felt thick and slightly numb.

Her mother was stroking her brow. “Shannon, honey, I’m right here.”

“Mom?” Her voice sounded raspy. “Where am I?”

“In the hospital.”

Shannon moaned as memories of the night before came flooding back. She placed her hand over her eyes.

“They gave you a tranquilizer,” her mother said. “Do you remember riding in the ambulance or going into the emergency room last night?”

Shannon pushed harsh reality away. “A little. I remember sirens. Bright lights. A doctor stuck me with a needle.” She rubbed a sore spot on her arm.

“They gave you a sedative to make you sleep.”

“I freaked out?”

Her mother stroked her cheek. “You lost it for a while.”

“Where’d you stay?”

“I slept over there.” She motioned toward a large sleeper chair.

“I want to go home, Mom.”

“So do I. The doctor will be by to check on you later. If he thinks you’re stable, he’ll send us home. Until then, I’ll be right here with you.”

Before Shannon could say anything else, the door to her room swung open and her grandmother entered. Her hair wasn’t combed and she wasn’t wearing makeup. Her face looked tear-stained, lined, and wrinkled. She seemed very old. “Grandma?”

“Shannon, dear.” Tears filled Grandmother’s eyes. Shannon hugged her, holding her tightly, feeling a fragility in her body she’d never sensed before. “How are you feeling?” Her grandmother’s voice wavered.

“A little bit”—Shannon raked her teeth over her bottom lip—“fuzzy. Light-headed. Am I slurring my words? It feels like I am.”

“Not too badly,” her mother said. “It’s just the sedative, but it’ll wear off.”

Her grandmother inched closer. “I’ve been helping at this hospital for years, but I never dreamed we’d be here like this.”

“Please tell me what happened,” Shannon asked quietly, half hoping her mother wouldn’t hear her, because she wasn’t sure she could bear the information.

Her mother took her hand. “You need to be strong.”

Outside, in the hospital corridor, Shannon heard people moving and talking, and carts wheeled by. Outside her room, the world was in motion, but here, inside, time was standing still. She felt tension building in her chest and fought to keep her body from trembling. “What happened to Daddy? Something bad has happened to my daddy. I saw the blood.”

“Yes.”

Fresh tears pooled in Shannon’s eyes and she squeezed them shut. She longed to return to the dark peaceful lake of her dreams. “Is he … is he …” She couldn’t get the word out.

Grandmother’s long, thin fingers laced through Shannon’s. Shannon stared at the blue veins standing out on the back of the older woman’s hand, unable to look her in the eye, because she knew that the word would be written there and so long as no one said it, there was a chance it might not be true.

“He’s dead,” her mother whispered, chin trembling and her voice quivering.

“No.” Shannon’s denial escaped in a long, low wail. “No. I don’t believe you.” She jerked her hands free from theirs and covered her head. “You’re lying to me!”

“We’re not lying,” Grandmother told her. “He’s my son. How could I lie about such a thing?”

In a flood of sharp, lurid images Shannon saw the men in the ambulance and the zipped black bag lying on the stretcher. Living people were tucked neatly beneath white sheets, pulled primly to their chins. Her stomach heaved, despite the residue of tranquilizers floating in her bloodstream. “It isn’t true. It can’t be true. Who would hurt my daddy? Why?”

“We don’t know why,” her mother offered.

Shannon dropped her hands from her face and looked directly at her mother. “But you know who, don’t you?” She felt her heartbeat accelerate. “The police told you who killed him, didn’t they?”

Her mother exchanged glances with her grandmother, and hesitated before she spoke. “Yes. But the truth is hard to hear.”

“Please tell me what happened. No matter how bad it is.”

For a moment, her mother simply stared at the floor. Shannon saw her close her eyes, as if gathering strength. When she opened them, she said, “Nobody murdered your father. His wound was self-inflicted.”

“Self-inflicted?” The drugs had dulled her thought process so that the word sounded like a foreign phrase, and for a moment Shannon couldn’t quite make sense of it.

“Suicide,” her mother said. “He killed himself.”


Chapter Ten
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“I don’t believe it,” she whispered. “How do you know? Did he leave a note?”

Her mother’s complexion was the color of paste. “No. But the police told me that the ‘physical evidence’ is undeniable.” She used the phrase like it was distasteful.

“They made a mistake,” Shannon said. “Daddy would never do such a thing. He loved us. He would never, never do something like that.”

Her mother took her shoulders and forced Shannon to look at her face. “He was holding the gun.”

“What gun? Daddy didn’t own a gun.”

“That’s what I told the police. But he did have one—an army gun. An old one I didn’t know about.”

Her father bent and lifted the pistol. “It belonged to a friend of mine in Nam. He left it to me. This is the clip that holds the ammunition.”

“Should you load it?”

“The clip’s empty. No shells.”

“So it’s just a souvenir?”

“Yes. It’s a souvenir.”

“It was in the trunk he kept in the tack room,” Shannon said dully. “Zack and I saw it a few weeks ago.” She closed her eyes. “You said you don’t know why he did it.”

“He left no note.”

“But why didn’t he leave a note? Why didn’t he tell us why?”

“We all know he was”—she cast about for a word—“well, acting strange—”

“But he was my daddy.” Shannon began to gag and her mother pulled her against her breast and stroked her hair.

“I need you to be strong, Shannon, especially over these next few days. The funeral is the day after tomorrow and all we have is each other. Together, we can make it through.”

The funeral. Shannon couldn’t control the tears now. In two days, they’d bury her father. How could she endure the pain of putting her father into the ground? “I can’t go. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. We can do whatever we have to do. I know it’s hard to believe now, but if you don’t go, you’ll never forgive yourself. Funerals help us say goodbye.”

She didn’t want to say good-bye. Girls her age shouldn’t have to bury their fathers. Her mother continued to hold her and her grandmother held her hand. “We have each other,” her mother said. “We’ll make it,” her mother said.

The tranquilizer they’d given Shannon the night before had worn off. Her tears had stopped. She felt empty inside, as empty and dull as one of her trophies that was left to gather dust and tarnish on a shelf. Her daddy had killed himself. He had left her and her mother alone without even telling them why.

Had they done something to disappoint him? Had they hurt him or made him feel unwanted? Hadn’t they loved him enough? She didn’t know, neither could she ask the questions aloud. She stared out the window at the sunlight until it burned her eyes.

Shannon found it hard to come home. As the car tires crunched on the driveway, she watched the old farmhouse rise against the sky and trees. Once a symbol of safety and security, it now looked foreboding.

As the car inched along, she studied the old river stones of the house’s foundation, set in over one hundred years before. Above the smooth stones rose weathered wood siding and two brick and mortar chimneys. Shannon and her parents were the third generation of Campbells to live in the house. After Grandfather had given it to them, he and Grandmother had moved to a condo on the Tennessee River.

The car stopped at the back porch, and even though afternoon sunlight poured through the open windows, she couldn’t bring herself to go inside. She jumped out of the car. “I think I’ll go to the barn and check on Black.”

“Wait,” her mother said, quickly struggling from the car. “The study’s been cleaned and the door’s shut. We can keep the door shut for as long as you like.”

Shannon figured her mother was reassuring her, telling her that she shouldn’t be squeamish about going into the house. “I still want to go down to the barn first.”

Her mother continued. “I talked to Heather’s mother and she’s been kind enough to call my clients and tell them we won’t do anything until after the funeral.” Her voice caught. “I’m not up to seeing anybody just yet.”

“And the horses?”

“I’ve asked Zack to stay around and handle the animals. He’s the only person I want on the property right now.” Shannon wasn’t sure she could face him either. “I’m going up to my room to lie down for a while,” her mother added tonelessly.

Shannon walked down the path to the barn. Butterflies still fluttered in the pasture, but today she could hardly stand to watch them—they seemed frivolous and carefree, too colorful for the darkness that hung over her heart.

At the barn, the scent of freshly strewn hay filled the warm air. She heard Black whinny, and he poked his head over the top of his stall door. The sight of him made her remember her birthday. A lump lodged in her throat. The horse’s ears pricked forward, as if he was asking, “Where have you been?”

She let herself into his stall and rubbed his muzzle. He nosed her pocket and snorted. “No carrots,” she told him. Tears started down her cheeks and Shannon hugged her horse’s neck and let them come. Soon his sleek, dark coat was wet with them. “Oh, Black, what are we going to do?” The horse didn’t move, allowing her to cry and lean against him.

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

Zack’s question caused Shannon to stiffen. Furiously, she wiped her hand across her cheeks. “Don’t sneak up on me,” she said sullenly.

She heard him let himself inside the stall and come up beside her. “I’m really sorry, Shannon.”

She looked at him then and when she did, she felt her face turn crimson with shame. When she had thought that someone had murdered her father, she’d speculated that maybe Zack had been responsible. Did Zack know what her father had done? Did everybody know? “I’m sorry, too,” she managed.

“I’ve been watching the horses,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about them at all.”

“Thanks.”

“I think Black’s been missing you. I was wondering if you might want to ride him. He needs to stretch his legs.”

“No. I don’t feel like riding. Just turn him out in the pasture for me. Maybe I’ll feel more like it in a couple of days.”

“If there’s anything you or your mom want me to do …” he offered, leaving the sentence open-ended.

“When we got home from the meet the other night, the horses hadn’t been fed. Why?”

“You dad came down to the barn while I was sweeping out the feed room. He told me to go on home.”

Shannon’s eyes bore into Zack as she realized that he was probably the last person to see her father alive. “How did he act?” she asked. “What did he say?” She was hungry for any information, any clue that somehow it had all been a big mistake or an accident.

“He was calm. We just talked for a few minutes.”

“You talked?” She could hardly believe it. How could her dad act so normal, then go back inside the house and—and—“That’s all you did? Talk? What about?” She heard her voice rising, but couldn’t stop it.

“The weather. And how I liked my job. What I was going to take in school this fall. Then he told me to go home, that he’d feed and water the horses. He said that he wanted to do it.”

“This is your job, not his.”

Zack’s lips pressed into a line. “He was my boss, Shannon. I was only doing what he told me to do.”

“In all the time you’ve worked here, has he ever offered to do your work? Weren’t you suspicious?”

“Don’t you think I’m sorry I left? I’ve asked myself over and over why I didn’t come back to make sure the horses were fed. Maybe if I had, you and your mom wouldn’t have had to come home to what you did.”

His expression looked so miserable that she felt sorry for him and ashamed that she’d yelled at him. She hugged her arms to herself. “Forget it. It’s not your fault.” Yet, deep down, she wanted it to be somebody’s fault. Someone should have known and been able to have stopped her father from shooting himself.

Shannon spun and hurried up the winding pathway leading to the house, anxious to get inside before the sun set and the world went dark.


Chapter Eleven
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“ ‘In My Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you.…’ ”

Shannon tried to concentrate on the minister’s voice, on the vision he painted of a city of golden light. Warm midmorning sun shone down on the cemetery. In the distance she saw familiar blue-green peaks reaching upward into a jewel-blue sky. She studied the living carpet of green grass instead of the green tarpaulin that stretched across the ground in front of the minister. Beside it stood her father’s casket.

“We come here today to lay all that was mortal of our brother, Paul Campbell, in this new-made sepulcher,” the minister said. They were going to put her father into a freshly dug, dark grave. She shivered and huddled closer to her mother and grandmother.

“As Paul’s body was taken from earth, so shall it return. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” The minister scooped up a handful of soil and Shannon watched as the dark silt trickled through his fingers to become so much dust in the wind.

Only the immediate family—Shannon, her grandmother, and her mother—were at the grave with the minister. The visitation at the funeral home had been full of people who had come to pay their respects. They’d come in a steady stream all afternoon.

At the funeral home, she’d felt numb and detached, as if she were somehow floating above the sadness. The casket had been kept closed the entire time, and for that, Shannon was grateful. She didn’t have to go near it, and she could pretend that her daddy wasn’t really inside it.

Grandmother had been composed and gracious. Her mother, teary-eyed and quiet, had seemed restrained and controlled. Shannon herself kept her tears inside, refusing to shed them in public. Friends from school came with their parents, and girls from the Pony Club came, too. Tammy, Cathie, and Melanie clutched Shannon and started crying.

“I felt like he was my dad in some ways,” Melanie confessed between sobs. “He was so nice to me. He never yelled at me when I messed up in the ring.”

Heather’s mother came, but not Heather. Mrs. Banks explained to Shannon, “I thought it best if Heather stayed home.” She sounded apologetic, but Shannon couldn’t understand why her best friend had stayed away. What kind of friend was she, anyway? She would have been there for Heather.

Shannon’s grandmother’s friend, Madeline, approached Shannon and took her aside. “I’ll be praying for each of you. I’ve told Betty to call me if she or you and your mother need anything.”

Shannon’s numbness had seeped into her mind, making her feel like a block of wood. The only thing she needed was to have her father alive. “Thank you,” she mumbled.

“Give yourself time to grieve,” Madeline added. “Don’t rush through it. Grieving is good for your soul and your heart.” Shannon wanted to tell her that nothing about the pain she’d experienced over the previous few days could be good. Nothing.

“Thank you,” Shannon mumbled again, and turned away. No one can help, she thought.

Standing outside in the bright sunlight, this final ritual, the burial, seemed unreal, like phantoms from a nightmare that clung even though she was fully awake. “Despite the shadow and sorrow caused by his absence, we recognize the immortality of Paul’s soul,” the pastor’s deep voice said. “That through Christ we have the hope of eternal life in heaven, where these mortal bodies shall come forth to the rewards of eternity.” He closed his service book and pronounced a benediction.

Shannon followed the man from the funeral home back to the long black limo for the ride to her house. Once in the car, she sat stiffly between her mother and grandmother.

Grandmother blew her nose on a lace-trimmed hanky. “It was a lovely service,” she said in a shaky voice. “All the time Paul was in Vietnam I rehearsed that service in my mind. I was so sure they would send him home to us in a pine box.” She wiped her eyes. “Some of his friends came home that way. Dead, in coffins. But Paul made it. And now, to have to put him in the ground when he was at the prime of his life—” Her voice broke altogether and Shannon felt chills running up her arms and legs.

Her mother reached over and clasped Grandmother’s arm. Their hands linked on Shannon’s lap, but she didn’t feel like part of the bond. She felt isolated. She hadn’t known her father before Vietnam. At the moment, she wasn’t sure she’d ever known him.

At the farm, Grandmother said she preferred to go home and promised to call later. Her mother headed straight upstairs. After three days of constant togetherness, Shannon understood the need each of them had to be alone. Still, she wished she could pour out her heart and mixed-up emotions to her mother. Maybe in a few days they could talk, she told herself.

The kitchen counters were full of casserole dishes left by friends and members of their church. Shannon put as many as she could fit inside the refrigerator, then anxious to keep her hands and mind busy, she unfolded the afternoon paper. An article buried toward the bottom of page one jumped out.


PROMINENT LOCAL MAN KILLS SELF

Paul Campbell, a longtime resident of Lookout Mountain and area businessman, died of a self-inflicted single gunshot wound to the head late Saturday night. Although police could furnish no reason for Mr. Campbell’s death, he had been experiencing severe depression. Mr. Campbell co-owned and operated a riding stable with his wife Kathleen on the mountain. He was a decorated Vietnam veteran and a member of the Better Business Council. He is survived by his wife, daughter Shannon, and mother Mrs. Betty Campbell.



The print began to wiggle as tears stung Shannon’s eyes. She wadded up the newspaper and bolted from the house. “Take it easy,” Zack said, stopping her in her tracks and grasping her upper arms as she ran into the barn. “What’s the hurry? Are you all right?”

“This!” She flung the newspaper at him. “Why did the paper write about my father this way?” Seeing her father’s existence summed up in a few brief lines of copy seemed cold and cruel.

Zack quickly read the article. “It’s a news story, Shannon. That’s their job. It’s nothing personal.”

“It stinks! What do they know about my father and our lives? ‘Severe depression.’ ” She spat the phrase. “My father was good and kind and … and … they should have said that!”

“I don’t think they meant to be mean.”

“Why are you defending them? What do you know about it anyway? You don’t even have a father!” She regretted the words immediately. She had no right to hurt Zack. He’d done nothing to hurt her.

“I have one,” Zack said quietly, his face pale. “I just haven’t seen him in a long, long time.” He let her go.

“Well, I hate the reporter. I hate the newspaper. I wish their whole building would explode!”

“Would it make you feel better?”

“Yes!”

“Would it bring your father back?”

His words hit her as if he’d slapped her. As if he’d torn open the raw and oozing wound in her heart. Nothing could bring her father back. A strangled cry escaped Shannon’s mouth, and she shoved Zack as hard as she could and ran outside. “Wait!” he yelled.

Black grazed in a nearby pasture. Shannon seized a bridle hanging on a hook and called the horse to her. Her hands were shaking, but she got the bit into Black’s mouth, hoisted herself onto his back, and dug her heels into his flank. The dark horse leaped forward. Shannon leaned low across his neck. She saw the fence loom on the far side of the pasture and she urged him forward. She felt his muscles bunch and then his forelegs lift as he soared effortlessly over the barrier. He hit the ground and galloped hard across the pasture.

Shannon gulped in air while wind whipped through her hair and stung her eyes, making them water even harder. Trees dashed past in a blur of green and all she heard was the steady pounding of the horse’s hooves against the ground.

As she tasted the wind, felt the jarring ground, and smelled the scent of Black’s sweating coat, Shannon turned off her thoughts and became one with the galloping horse. Sometime later, she felt the horse’s gait slackening as he slowed to a canter, then to a trot, then to a walk. She heard him breathing hard, saw flecks of white foam on his neck, and felt his sides heaving beneath her legs.

“Whoa.” She reined him to a halt and slid off his back. Her legs trembled and her body felt limp, but the ride had helped purge her of her seething anger. In its place was numbness and exhaustion. Shannon dropped the reins and let Black nibble on the grass. Wearily, she sat on the hard earth, facing westward, and stayed there until the sun went down.

As darkness fell, she thought of her mother. She hurt too. Over the past several days they’d eaten and slept and walked around the house together in a numb daze. If only they could talk, really talk, about what had happened. But Shannon wasn’t sure where to begin. Her father was dead, and without him, their family seemed to lack cohesion.

Shannon had seen him put in the ground, with only a bronze plaque, wreaths of flowers, and a mention in the newspaper to mark his existence. How could she go on without him? How could her family ever be a family without him? Shannon buried her face in her hands and allowed two days of pent-up tears to flow. Afterwards she felt better.

She didn’t return until it was dark, but as she rode up to the stable, she saw that Zack had left the light on for her. It shone like a steady beacon to light her way home.


Chapter Twelve
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“Why didn’t you come to the funeral home?” Shannon asked, coming up behind Heather, who had tethered Fantasia at the barn door for grooming.

Heather jumped and dropped the currycomb. “Don’t sneak up like that. You scared me to death!” Heather complained, stooping to retrieve the brush.

All day long, the other girls had been coming out to ride and care for their horses, and all day long Shannon had waited for Heather to arrive. She had decided to confront her. The afternoon air was hot and sticky, making Shannon feel even more irritable. “Everybody was there but you,” Shannon said, crossing her arms defiantly. “How come?”

“Didn’t my mother tell you?”

“All your mother said was that she thought it was better if you didn’t come. You’re my best friend. Why didn’t you tell your mother you wanted to be with me?”

Heather did not meet Shannon’s eyes, but stepped to the far side of Fantasia and swept the brush along the animal’s flank. “She decided I was too young to go to a funeral.”

“You’re fifteen, Heather! Even Melanie was there and she’s only eleven.”

Sunlight bounced off Heather’s unruly red hair as her head bobbed over the curve of the horse’s sleek back. “Funerals are depressing, that’s all. She didn’t want me to be depressed.”

Incredulous, Shannon walked around Fantasia and stood face to face with Heather. “Depressed? It was my father who died! I’ll tell you what it feels like to be depressed. It’s when you’re going through the worst day of your entire life and your best friend doesn’t even care enough to be with you. You never even called me.”

“I wasn’t sure what to say.”

“Everybody else found something to say.”

Shifting from foot to foot, Heather set about untangling Fantasia’s mane by running her fingers through the coarse hair. “I’m sorry, okay. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I’m sorry your father died.”

“Funerals are supposed to make saying good-bye easier, but it wasn’t that way for me.” Shannon shook her head sadly.

“The whole thing gives me the creeps.”

“Thanks a lot.” Shannon let her frustration come through in sarcasm. “I’m real sorry that my life made you feel creepy.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Heather chewed on her bottom lip. “I just don’t know what to say to you,” she wailed. “What do you want me to say?”

“Nothing, Heather. The time for saying things has passed. Just forget the whole thing. In fact, just forget everything. I hope I never make you feel ‘uncomfortable’ again.” Shannon turned and stalked toward her house.

   Shannon rattled around the kitchen. She wanted to find a clean cereal bowl, but dirty dishes were heaped in the sink. She opened the dishwasher only to find it stuffed with more dirty dishes. She’d forgotten to turn it on the night before. “Cancel the Frosted Flakes,” she muttered in the empty room.

The kitchen clock pointed to almost noon and her mother still wasn’t up. Her mom had been sleeping a lot during the week since the funeral. Shannon couldn’t blame her. She understood her mother’s need to escape completely. In the past week Shannon had watched more TV game shows than ever before in her life. Even her grandmother had stayed home and not come to visit, though she called daily, almost as if to be sure that Shannon and her mom were still there, still alive.

Shannon longed to talk with her mother about what had happened. She had unresolved questions about the past, questions about the future, so many jumbled emotions. Suddenly she had an idea. She scurried around the kitchen fixing a tray of hot tea and toast. When it was ready, she climbed the stairs and knocked on her mother’s bedroom door.

“Tea time,” she announced, trying to sound cheerful. She entered the room and came alongside the bed. “Mom?”

Her mother opened her eyes groggily. “Hi. What time is it?”

“Noon.”

“Are you sure? I feel like I’ve barely slept.”

“Do you mind if I open the window?” Shannon didn’t wait for an answer, but hurried across the room, jerked up the miniblinds and shoved the window upward. Sunlight and fresh summer air gushed into the room. “It’s a beautiful day.”

Her mom shielded her eyes. “If you say so.” She dragged herself upright in the bed. Shannon stared, startled. “You’re wearing Daddy’s pajamas.”

Her mother peered down and smoothed her palm over the fabric. “You must think I’ve flipped out. Last night the bed seemed so big, and I felt so lonely. I put them on. They still smell like him.”

A lump swelled in Shannon’s throat. She could hardly speak. “I thought we could have some tea and toast together. Maybe talk some.”

“Come sit down.” Her mother patted the rumpled bed covers. “I’m sorry I slept so late.”

Shannon poured tea into two cups and handed one to her mother. “It’s the cinnamon flavor you like.”

“Your father’s favorite.” Her voice sounded wistful.

“The kitchen’s sort of a mess, but I’ll clean it up later.”

“I know I haven’t been doing much lately,” her mother confessed. “But I have been thinking about getting on with our lives.”

“I wasn’t complaining.”

“I know. I have to rejoin the world sooner or later. Life goes on. There’s the business to run, bills to pay.”

“Some of the girls have been asking about their riding lessons,” Shannon told her. “Most of the club members still want to go to the Knoxville show next month.”

Her mother sighed. “And there’s the overnight camp-out on July Fourth. Do you remember?”

It seemed like a million years had passed since she’d rummaged in her father’s desk for stamps for the newsletter. “I’m sure the girls will understand if we cancel it.”

“Do you want to cancel it?”

Shannon was ashamed to admit that she didn’t. She wanted to have a normal life again and not have to think about the dark hole of her father’s death. She picked at a loose thread on the bed comforter. “I miss doing the things we used to do.”

“You don’t have to apologize for wanting to get back into the routine.” Her mother set her teacup on the bedside table. “We just have to decide how much we can handle. What about the show? Would you like to jump Black?”

“He’ll never be ready in time.”

“If you work with him every day, he will.”

Shannon swallowed hard and glanced away. What her mother had said was true—daily, disciplined workouts were the only way to prepare a horse for a meet. Still, the task loomed in front of her, and she felt overwhelmed by its size. “There’s not much time. I can’t train him by myself. Can you help?”

“I can help some, but there are too many others to get ready and so much to do.” Her mother’s voice broke and she covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know if I can cope with everything.”

Shannon watched her mother’s shoulders shake with silent, contained sobs. “Don’t cry, Mom. I’ll help you. Honest.”

“I miss Paul so much. I’m all mixed up.”

Shannon felt deeply disappointed. She had wanted to discuss her own feelings with her mother, but she could tell that her mom was in no shape to talk now. She’d have to put it off until another day. Until her mother was stronger. “I miss Daddy, too.”

Her mother cried harder and Shannon felt powerless. “It’s okay, Mom. We have each other. Remember, Grandma says we Campbells always stick together.” Shannon tossed back the comforter and slid into bed beside her mother and put her arms around her. Her mom continued to cry, so Shannon began to gently rock her as the scent of her father’s after-shave rose from the pajama fabric and wrapped around them both. “It’s all right, Mom. I’m here. Right here.”

Shannon soothed her as best she could, thinking back to all the times when as a very small girl, her mother had held and rocked her. Shannon now returned the kindness, feeling her role in the family subtly shift for the moment as she became the adult, and her mother, the child. Although she was uncertain how they would manage without her father, she was determined to try. She willed herself the courage and strength to continue life without him, one day at a time.


Chapter Thirteen
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Shannon dragged the barriers around the training ring, trying to measure with her eye whether or not they were evenly spaced. Black stood tied to the fence railing, his ears pitched forward, watching her movements. She kept wishing the summer sun wasn’t so hot. But there was precious little time before the hunt seat competition in Knoxville, and she had no choice but to work Black daily if he was going to compete. Dust from beneath her boots rose, clogged her throat, and made her cough.

“Would you like some help?” Zack asked, appearing at the side of the ring.

She straightened and tried to smooth the wisps of hair that had come loose from her ponytail. “I can do it.”

“I know you can do it, but would you like me to help you do it?” He climbed over the fence and came up to her.

She had avoided him since the day of the funeral. She was unsure of what to say to him and afraid she might break down in front of him. “All right. I’d like your help.”

He grinned. “What can I do?” he asked.

“I need the barriers evenly spaced. Mix in the solid ones with the fences. Then stand over to the side and watch me take the jumps. Let me know what you think of Black’s form.”

“His form?”

Shannon sighed inwardly. This was going to be harder than she’d thought. Zack didn’t know simple terminology. Yet, as they worked over the next hour, Shannon discovered that Zack learned quickly and was a great deal of help to her. By the time the lesson was over, her arms ached from lifting the barriers again and again, and her back and shoulders felt stiff from riding, but overall she was pleased.

In good spirits, Shannon tethered Black to the barn doorway after his workout. “What are you going to do with him now?” Zack asked.

“Give him a bath. He’s awfully dusty.” Zack followed her to the side of the barn where she turned on the hose, dragged it over and squirted her horse. “Get a sponge,” she urged. “You can help.”

He found one and together they set about washing and rubbing the animal’s dark coat. “Lucky horse. It’s so hot, I’m dripping.” Zack said. “Wish I could go for a swim.”

“Do you?” Shannon asked slyly. She held her thumb over the nozzle of the hose and sprayed lightly across the horse’s rounded rump.

“Hey!” Zack shouted, jumping backward.

“You said you were hot.”

His brown eyes narrowed. “I meant swimming in a pool or something.”

“Picky, picky. Of course, if this isn’t good enough, there’s the water trough over there.”

Zack carefully laid his sponge on the ground. “You don’t say? Well, maybe you’d like to go for a little dip.”

Shannon’s eyes grew wide as he crouched and inched forward. “You wouldn’t dare!”

“Wanna bet?” He grabbed for her then and she let out a squeal, dropped the hose, and started running. She was halfway through the barn when he caught her around the waist.

Laughing and kicking, Shannon struggled to free herself. “Let me go!”

“Not till you say you’re sorry.”

“Never.”

“Then I’ll ‘let you go’ right over the water trough.”

She broke loose, but he tackled her and they went tumbling and scrambling into an empty stall. He began stuffing handfuls of straw down her back and she shrieked and tried to do the same to him. In minutes, she was weak from struggling and laughing at the same time. She gestured like a football referee and cried, “Time out! Time out!”

“Do I win?” he asked.

“You win.”

“Are you sorry?”

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” she gasped between fits of laughter.

He pulled her to her feet. She jerked her shirt out of her jeans and danced about, shaking straw out of her clothes. “This stuff is so scratchy. I itch all over!”

She heard him taking deep breaths, and when she looked at him, hair tousled and eyes staring straight at her, her own breath caught and she felt her pulse quicken. The warm, dry scent of hay soaked into her skin, and in the pale yellow sunlight streaming through the window, dust danced, giving the area a hazy appearance.

Gently Zack reached down and plucked straw from her hair. “You look like a scarecrow that’s losing its stuffings.”

Her mouth was so dry that she could barely speak and her heart was pounding hard against her ribs. “Who’s fault is that?”

“Guilty,” he said, smoothing her hair and dusting clumps of straw off her shoulders. “But I’m not sorry.” His hand touched her and made her tingle. “Not one bit sorry.” He lifted her chin and looked deep into her eyes. Her legs felt weak and rubbery. “Your horse is calling for you,” Zack told her after a few heart-thudding moments.

She heard Black whinnying from the doorway. She’d forgotten about him and the bath and the workout. For one brief, wonderful moment, she’d forgotten about everything except the sweet, aching longing that had filled her. “I’d better go finish up with him,” she said, conscious that her voice was quivery.

“Same time tomorrow?” Zack called as she darted from the stall.

“Yes,” she answered without looking back. “Same time tomorrow.”

On Saturday, Shannon met her grandmother for lunch. They went to the Lookout Mountain Country Club, the one place she had wanted to avoid because it brought back so many childhood memories. Her mother used to dress her up in fancy dresses and tie back her hair with satin ribbons. Her father always kissed her good-bye and called her “my princess.” Then her grandmother whisked her off to the elegant country club, where Shannon got to order anything she wanted from the gold-embossed menu.

Now, sitting in the plush room, at a table draped with pink linen and set with heavy ornate silver and fine crystal, surrounded by fashionable ladies with summer hats and subdued voices, Shannon felt out of place and ill at ease.

“How have you been, dear?” Grandmother asked after the waiter had taken their orders.

“I’m doing okay, I guess. Zack and I have been working with Black, trying to get him ready for the Knoxville show.”

“Yes, you should keep busy. Is it going well?”

“Slow,” Shannon confessed. Even though she and Zack worked hard, she still felt overwhelmed by the task. Without her father to coach, she was experiencing bouts of uncertainty about her ability to challenge Black without taxing him. Why had her father abandoned her when she needed him most?

“I think your keeping busy and going on with the summer activities is a good idea,” her grandmother said, taking a sip of water from a crystal goblet.

“You really do?”

“I do. I told your mother the same thing. It’s good to keep involved with other things. I guess that’s why I’m still working on the charity ball. It’s good therapy.” As if to belie her words, tears filled her grandmother’s eyes. She struggled for control. “When your grandfather died years ago, I thought I’d learned all there was about ‘carrying on’ with life. It was difficult to lose him, but he’d lived a good and prosperous life. I missed him terribly, but I still had you, your mother, Paul—” Grandmother dabbed the corners of her eyes. “This time, it’s different.” She twisted a hanky around her fingers. “Maybe a woman can expect to lose her mate, but her child? She never expects to bury her child.”

The realization hit Shannon hard. Grandma had lost her only child when Shannon’s father died. Shannon struggled with a desire to cry. There were so many feelings she wanted to share, but the restaurant wasn’t the place. She wasn’t sure her grandmother was up to hearing her feelings either.

Her grandmother stared sadly out the window and continued. “I remember when the sons of some of my friends died in Vietnam. I got down on my knees every night and thanked God that Paul wasn’t one of them. Perhaps I was too thankful, too pleased that he came home to us.”

Shannon wondered if maybe they were all being punished now because life had been so perfect for her up until then. Maybe life wasn’t ever meant to be perfect for anybody.

Grandmother drew in a deep breath. She reached across the table and took Shannon’s hand. “I want you and your mother to come to the ball. Please come. For me.”

Shannon had forgotten all about the gala charity event. She didn’t want to go, but she didn’t want to let her grandmother down either. “I’ll ask Mom. It’s not easy to think about going to a party. Maybe we will.”

“Perhaps there’s someone special you’d like to invite?”

Shannon thought of Zack, but quickly ruled him out. She knew that the money he earned went to help out at home, so he could never afford such an extravagance. And if she couldn’t be with Zack—well, there was no one else. “If I come, I’ll come with Mom.”

Grandmother reached over and squeezed Shannon’s hand. “You’re very precious to me. You’re all that’s left of my son. If only—”

“If only what?” Tell me, Shannon pleaded silently. Couldn’t her grandmother see how much she wanted to talk about her father and what had happened?

Her grandmother stared at Shannon as if she was full of secrets and couldn’t get them out. Finally she said, “We can’t go back and undo the past.”

The waiter brought their food and her grandmother started talking about other things. Shannon picked at her meal and speculated over what her grandmother had meant. What was it about the past that needed undoing?


Chapter Fourteen
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The horses, in a long line, picked their way down the winding mountain trail. Shannon swayed with the gentle motion of Black’s plodding gait, silent amid the flow of chatter from the girls in the Pony Club who rode around her. At the front of the line, her mother led a packhorse burdened with the tents and equipment for the overnight campout. To the rear, Mrs. Banks rode, and Shannon knew Heather rode somewhere in between.

Shannon had pointedly ignored Heather all day. Now that the sun was hovering at the rim of the mountains, she knew they’d be pitching camp soon. That meant they’d all have to work together to set up, fix dinner, and build a campfire for the night. “You can do it,” she told herself silently. “You can be polite to Heather and pretend that nothing’s wrong.”

Shannon heard the running water of a stream that cut down through the rocks. They’d followed the sound for the past hour because a good campsite meant having water available. At the bottom of the trail, the terrain flattened out. The trees thinned, and a grassy field emerged. Shannon’s mother halted the line of horses and riders. “This looks pretty good. Tammy, please ride around to the other side and see how far we are from the creek.”

Tammy urged her horse forward, trotted across the clearing, and disappeared into the woods. Shannon hoped the site would be suitable. She was tired. Her muscles were sore from sitting in the saddle too long, and Black kept trying to graze, which meant that he was ready to settle down for the night, too. Tammy reemerged and gave a thumbs-up signal. The group cheered and dismounted.

They set to work at once. Soon, three tents had been pitched—two for the ten girls to share and a smaller one for the mothers. Some of the girls cleared a small area of grass and leaves, while others gathered wood. As the sun set, they built a fire and started a large pot of stew. It bubbled, sending its rich aroma through the camp.

“I’m so hungry I could eat a horse!” Cathie wailed.

One of the horses, tethered in a circle just outside the camp, whinnied and everybody laughed. “I think they heard you,” Tammy joked.

Shannon tried to be a part of the fun, but couldn’t get into the adventure. Heather kept sidestepping her, sometimes casting her cautious looks. Shannon wasn’t sure how to respond so she kept ignoring her.

After dinner they drew numbers for KP duty and Shannon ended up on dishwashing detail with Melanie and Heather. She saw no way out of being alone with her onetime best friend. The two of them worked in silence over buckets of water that Melanie carried from the creek. When Shannon’s hand accidentally touched Heather’s, both girls drew back, as if they’d touched fire. Finally Heather sagged backward and blurted out, “Are you ever going to forgive me?”

“Forgive you for what?”

“You know! Oh, Shannon, I just can’t stand us not being friends.”

Shannon wiped her hands on a towel and stood. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What am I supposed to forgive?” She walked toward the edge of the campsite, out to where the horses were grazing.

Heather dogged her steps. “I’m sorry, Shannon. Please don’t make me hurt any more than I already do.” Heather wrung her hands. “I should have come to the funeral. I should have been there for you.”

Shannon whirled. “Yes, you should have. I’ll never understand why you—of all people—chickened out on me. I needed a friend!”

“But I am your friend.”

“Then why weren’t you there for me?”

“I was scared. More scared than I’ve ever been in my whole life.” Heather’s voice sounded whispery, and night shadows made her seem farther away than the few feet that separated her from Shannon.

“Scared of what?” Shannon hadn’t expected such a peculiar answer.

“Of dying. I’ve seen people die in lots of movies.” Heather shook her head. “It looks so real, but deep down you know it’s all fake. With your dad—it was for real. It was someone I knew and I cared about who died. Until this summer, I’ve never known anybody who died.”

Shannon felt again the horror of seeing her father lying in a pool of blood. Heather hadn’t seen that part. Heather didn’t know how truly terrifying and violent death looked. Shannon shivered, realizing that her father must have seen such sights in Vietnam. She wondered how he had reacted when he’d seen people die. “Being scared of death is not a good enough excuse,” Shannon told Heather defiantly. “Not between friends.”

Heather patted the flank of one of the grazing horses absently. “It was more than that. I’m not sure I can explain.”

“Please try,” Shannon insisted. She wasn’t going to let Heather off the hook too easily.

“You and your dad always had such a special thing between you. Your whole family was special. Not like mine. We fight all the time. Everybody’s always dumping on me. I used to come to your house just to be around a family who was nice to each other.”

Heather’s head bobbed up, and Shannon felt her friend’s gaze through the darkness. Her voice dropped lower, and Shannon had to lean forward to catch her words. “I don’t want to die, Shannon. I don’t want anybody in my family to die. I’m afraid. Every time I look at my dad, I think, ‘What if he dies suddenly? What if I have to go to his funeral like Shannon did?’ I get so scared sometimes, I get sick to my stomach. If it can happen to your family, one I thought was picture perfect, then why can’t it happen to mine? We’re not even close to perfect.”

Heather stopped talking, and Shannon felt tears welling in her eyes as she saw things from Heather’s viewpoint. She said, “I never dreamed you were feeling those things.”

“As long as I’m being honest,” Heather continued, “I may as well tell you everything.”

“There’s more?”

“I tried not to care when you got Blackwatch for your birthday. He was such a fantastic horse—much better than poor old Fantasia. And I pretended it didn’t matter when Zack started paying attention to you. But it did matter. It all mattered.”

“You were jealous?”

“It’s rotten, but true. You already had everything with your family and all. Then you got even more with Blackwatch and Zack.” Heather looked up quickly and light from the distant campfire reflected off her hair. “It’s not easy to tell you this stuff. I’m not proud of myself. But I have to tell you because these past few weeks of not having you for my friend have been the worst time of my life.”

Shannon shifted in the silence that fell between her and Heather. She heard the sound of tree frogs from the surrounding woods mix with the teary sound of Heather’s breathing. “It’s not been easy on me either,” Shannon confessed. “I’ve missed you.”

“I still want to be your friend. More than anything in the whole world, I want things to be like before.”

“Me too,” Shannon said, yet she knew deep down that nothing could ever be the same again. Nothing could bring her father back.

“So are we still friends?”

“Sure we are,” Shannon said. “I was mad at you, but I didn’t stop caring about you.”

“I wish we’d talked sooner.” Heather sounded relieved. “It helps sort things out.”

“I was too mad to talk sooner,” Shannon admitted. “But now we have and things will be better.”

“Hey, you two,” Melanie’s voice called through the dark, causing both Shannon and Heather to start. “Come on, we’re waiting for you.”

“What’s up?” Shannon asked.

“It’s time to roast marshmallows and tell ghost stories!”

Shannon heard Heather groan. She reached out and took her arm. “I’m not in the mood either,” she said. “But come on. I’ll hold your hand during the scary parts.”

“Okay.” Heather reached out and touched Shannon’s arm. “You’re sure you forgive me?”

“I forgive you,” Shannon echoed. Forgiving Heather was a relief, as if a weight had been lifted off her heart. She walked beside her friend toward the campfire.

Shannon wasn’t sure what woke her in the night, but she sat upright in her sleeping bag and peeked through the tent flap. Someone was walking away from the camp. Shannon could just make out her mother’s form against the star-studded sky.

Quickly, but quietly, Shannon squirmed from the warmth of her bag and found her sneakers. She crawled out of the tent and hurried toward her mother, who was now seated on a smooth rock and staring up into the sky. “Mom?” she asked, coming up behind her. “What are you doing awake?”

“Shannon! I’m sorry.… Did I wake you?”

“I’m not sure. I just woke up, I guess.”

“I never went to sleep.”

“Aren’t you tired?”

“Exhausted, but I can’t sleep.”

Shannon sat beside her on the rock, shivering. “Maybe we shouldn’t have done the camp-out this year.”

“Too late to decide that now.” Her mother rubbed her hands briskly along Shannon’s arms. “You should go back to bed. You might catch a cold.”

“Mom, I’m fine. I’ll just keep you company for a while.” Together, they stared upward at stars glittering in the inky blackness. “Do you think Dad’s up there somewhere looking down on us?”

“I certainly hope so,” her mother answered. “I hope he can see how much we miss him.”

Shannon hooked her arms around her knees. “Why do you think he did it, Mom? Why didn’t he tell us something was wrong?”

“I wish I knew. Oh—I’ve known for years that he wasn’t a happy man. I’d wait for his dark moods to pass. They always did. This particular one seemed no different from any other he’d gone through.” Her mother sighed and rested her cheek against her drawn-up knees. “He promised me that he’d never forsake me—it’s in the wedding vows. And he did. He left me to sort out my life, run the business, raise you. He cheated me out of himself. That wasn’t fair.” Her mother took a long shuddering breath. “I’m angry at him, and lonely for him.”

Shannon agreed that it wasn’t fair of him to kill himself. What reasons could anybody have to end life? What excuse could ever be given for leaving the people who loved you on purpose? Her mother’s voice sounded ragged as she continued. “I’ve asked myself a hundred times if there was something I could have done differently. Maybe if I’d loved him more. Been a better wife. I wish he would have talked to me. Maybe together we could have found some way out of his misery.”

Shannon remembered the note she’d seen in his desk drawer, weeks before. He’d written about being lonely and wanting to be free. He’d written that he wanted to spare them, but his actions had inflicted more pain than they could endure. Hadn’t it occurred to him that loving them meant working through problems together? She swallowed hard, not wanting to tell her mother what she knew and possibly hurt her even more.

Her mom hugged Shannon’s shoulders. “You really should go back to bed. We’ve got a long ride home tomorrow. Also, we don’t need to have the others see us falling apart.”

A pale glowing pink color was beginning to creep over the horizon. “It is tomorrow,” Shannon noted with a sigh. “Everyone will be getting up soon anyway.” She thought back to her earlier conversation with Heather. “I don’t think we have to worry about the girls, Mom. They’re all our friends. It’s hard for them to accept what Dad did, that’s all.”

Heather had asked for forgiveness and Shannon had granted it. If only she could talk to her father and hear him say, “I’m sorry. Forgive me.” Shannon was certain she’d never forget what he’d done to their family. She only wondered, could she ever forgive him?


Chapter Fifteen
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The infield teemed with horses and riders. Shannon sat on Black, telling herself she shouldn’t have come, that she and Black weren’t really ready for the competition. But she and Zack had worked so hard for the past several weeks, and her mother had kept urging her to give it a try, until she’d felt duty bound to come.

“They just announced your event,” Heather called out to her.

“They did?”

“Over in ring three,” Heather said. “Good luck. Your riding habit looks terrific. I hope you knock ’em dead.”

Shannon smoothed the black hunt-style coat and fastened the chin strap on her helmet. She wanted to turn in a good performance, and she knew that everyone in the club was pulling for her. It was the first time she’d competed since Nashville. “Thanks,” she told Heather, grateful that the tension was gone between them. “I guess I’m ready.”

Shannon nudged Black and headed through the infield. At the gate, she checked in with the judge and took her place in the line of riders waiting to compete. When her number was called, her mouth went dry and her hands trembled in spite of the tight grip she had on the reins. From the corner of her eye, she saw Zack and her mother come up beside the fence to watch her performance. Zack grinned and gave her a high sign. She forced herself not to think about her father’s absence and the last time she’d competed.

The pattern of jumps planned for the event wasn’t complicated. They’d practiced similar courses at home, but beneath her, Black felt tense. She knew he was picking up her case of nerves, and she took several deep breaths to try and calm her jitters. A lone judge sat in a chair elevated by the side of the fence under a large umbrella that shielded her from the sun. Shannon watched as the judge jotted notes on her clipboard, then gave her a nod.

Black began a slow canter at the top of the course, heading toward the first barrier. He cleared it smoothly and Shannon breathed easier. She leaned forward, keeping her line of vision directly between the ears of her horse. Mentally, she judged the rapidly closing distance to the next fence, concentrating on the powerful pull of muscled horseflesh beneath her.

Midway through the course, she decided they were jumping well, but too slowly. Winners did the course in good form, but also in good time. She urged Black to quicken his pace. He galloped toward the next barrier but started the jump too soon and overstretched his forelegs in the air—“reaching” the judges called it. Points would be deducted for the unsightly mistake. She struggled mentally to regain her composure.

At the next barrier, she pulled hard to one side, and the horse went over the fence diagonally instead of head-on. Another deduction. Shannon gritted her teeth and felt sweat trickle down between her shoulder blades. The next part of the course she maneuvered well, but the tension along her back was so severe that she felt a muscle spasm and winced from the pain. The final barrier loomed in front of her, but the spasm caused her to twist in the saddle. Confused, Blackwatch balked, skidding to a halt in front of the fence, refusing to take the leap. Shannon felt herself propelled forward, almost sailing over Black’s head.

She managed to keep from falling off, but she slid so far frontward that she was standing in the stirrups and clinging to the horse’s neck. She heard the audience gasp and then someone ride out and recover her dropped reins. Shamefaced, she dismounted and tugged Black through the gate.

“Are you hurt?” her mother asked, hurrying over.

Black danced sideways, the whites of his eyes showing. Zack took the reins from her, stroked Black’s neck, and talked soothingly, trying to calm him.

Shannon felt tears of humiliation well up. “No, I’m not hurt. But I looked like an amateur out there! A four-year-old could have made that fence!”

“What went wrong?”

“My horse balked! He wasn’t ready for this show. Neither of us were. I told you it was too soon.”

“You were doing so well before that last fence. Don’t worry, it’s not the end of the world,” her mother said, attempting to soothe her.

“It was a mistake to bring him. I was stupid even to think I could have trained him on my own. Thanks to Dad, I’ll never make it!” She darted off, dodging her way through spectators and riders, feeling hemmed in, like a rat trapped in a maze. She held her tears until she got away from the crowd.

In the field where all the vans and horse trailers were parked, she found the familiar blue one hooked to her mom’s station wagon. She stopped, braced her hands against the metal side, and pulled in great gulps of air, trying to calm her pounding heart. Minutes later, she felt the warm muzzle of her horse in the center of her back. She heard Zack speaking to her. “You okay?”

Not trusting her voice, she shook her head.

“Are we finished for the day?”

She nodded.

“Do you want to take Black and go watch some of the other events with me?”

“I never want to go back,” she told him miserably.

“Should we put him in the trailer or let him graze here until the others finish?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care.”

Zack put his hand on her shoulder and turned her around, but she refused to look at him. “Listen, we worked hard for this meet. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed about.”

“Well, it wasn’t hard enough.”

“You’re a good teacher, Shannon. I could probably compete in some of these events just from working with you. We’ll do better next time.”

Shannon stepped around Zack and began to unsaddle Black. “There won’t be any next time. I’m never going to do this again.”

“Never’s a long time.”

“Not long enough.”

“What about my career as a trainer? Are you going to leave me to muddle through on my own?”

“Your career!” She snapped her gaze upward, saw the gentle teasing in his eyes, and blushed. “Don’t make me laugh, please. You’ll spoil my bad mood.”

He laughed and nudged her shoulder. “Come on … let’s tether Black and I’ll buy you a hot dog at the concession stand.” She opened her mouth to refuse. “Don’t balk,” he added, smiling.

Shannon felt her anger dissolve. She couldn’t stay angry at Zack no matter how frustrated she felt. Together, they tended to her horse, then walked back into the crowded infield, hand in hand.

* * *

The August shower fell in a solid, drenching sheet. Shannon stood listlessly in the doorway of the stable watching the rain. She thought about making a dash for the house, but sighed and decided to wait out the summer storm.

Behind her, she heard Black snort from his stall. He sounded restless. Usually when she was in the barn she was in the stall with her horse, but she didn’t feel like it today. She didn’t feel like doing much of anything these days. Although Shannon had noticed that her mother seemed to be more active in the weeks since the Knoxville show, she herself felt purposeless. Since her humiliation in Knoxville, she’d even stopped training Black.

She’d be glad when school started, when there would be more to fill up her days than the dreary, boring monotony of summer and all her bleak feelings. She and her mother had never had a really meaningful heart-to-heart talk, and now it seemed as if the time to talk had run out.

As Shannon watched the rain, she longed to feel the crisp bite of autumn weather and see the leaves change from green to gold and red and umber. In another six weeks, the mountain would be alive with color, and maybe that would make her feel alive again, too.

The rain continued to pour and a river of mud sluiced through the yard. Torrents of water pounded on the wooden roof and a wind sprang up, driving the rain through the doorway. In order to stay dry, she retreated until she found herself heading toward the tack room door. She crossed her arms and shivered.

Entering, she flipped on the antique brass lamp. It cast a warm yellow aura over the cot and old trunk. Overhead the downpour beat on the roof in a constant drone. The rich aromas of old leather, saddle soap, and musty hay assailed her, reminding her of her father with a vividness that brought a lump to her throat.

She crouched by the trunk, recalling the time she and Zack had surprised her father as he was going through it. She was startled to think that maybe even then he’d been planning his departure. Perhaps if she’d been clever enough, she’d have figured it out. She should have known something was wrong when she first saw that he’d had the gun.

Shannon ran her fingers over the rough surface and raised the trunk’s lid. An old army blanket was stored on top. She peeled it back and found a stack of olive-colored uniforms, a pair of combat boots, a canteen, and a large brown envelope. She shook out some papers, ribbons, and medals onto the cot and began to sort through them.

The ribbons were colorful. One medal was a dull bronze color and on the back was engraved: FOR VALOR. She caught her breath. Her father had received medals for acts of heroism during the war and never even told her about it. She wondered if her mother and grandmother knew. Were there any other secrets?

She read through the papers, searching for a clue. Most were official documents, commendations, and letters from Army officials. She read a yellowed paper in her father’s handwriting:


We’ve been dug into our foxholes all day and it’s so hot I think my skin’s peeling off. Vietnam must be God’s prototype for Hell. Snipers had us pinned down until Phantoms dropped a load of napalm on trees where they were hiding. I saw one of them run from the trees, on fire from head to toe. A human torch. He kept screaming and burning and no one did anything about it—not me either. I almost got sick to my stomach. It’s hard to watch a man die that way. Even when he’s your enemy.



Shannon shuddered. He’d never mentioned what he’d endured in Vietnam. How horrible it must have been, especially for a man who hated violence so much. She picked up another scrap of paper. On it, her father had scrawled, “Carson died today. I kept his pistol and sent the rest of his effects back home. Lucky guy. He’ll be home for Christmas.”

Shannon’s hands began to shake as she read. The simple declarative style of the two notes struck her as unbearably sad. She felt her father’s helplessness and regret over the death of his enemy. She felt his grief and pain over the loss of his friend. The pile of mementos gave Shannon much to think about. Her father had had a very different life before she was born. A life of death and war he’d wanted no part of.

The rain was stopping. Shannon heard it slacken off and knew it would be easy to get up to the house now. Her mother was probably waiting for her for dinner. She knew she should leave, but she felt heavy inside, weighted down by the scraps of her father’s past.

With a sigh, she gathered the ribbons, medals, papers, and tokens from the past and put them back into the envelope. In her grandmother’s condo there was a wall of family photographs that Shannon had often seen. Many were quite old, taken long before Shannon had been born. Her father as a little boy with her grandfather. Her father in high school, dressed in a tuxedo for his prom. One in a cap and gown, one in his army uniform, one of him and her mother on their wedding day.

The photos with Shannon in them were on the opposite wall. In several, she was sitting on different ponies and horses as her father stood by, looking proud. Each picture had captured a dimension of the father she’d loved—still loved. Hadn’t he known that she would have loved him, no matter what?

Somehow all of the photographic images fit together to create one man. A man, she realized, she’d never truly known. More than anything, she wanted to find the father who’d always said he loved her. Only not enough to stay around and watch her grow up.


Chapter Sixteen
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“Shannon, you look fabulous!” Heather bubbled when Shannon entered the grand ballroom of the luxury hotel. “I’m so glad you came.” Heather craned her neck toward the lobby beyond the gilded double doors of the vast ballroom. “Your mom didn’t come?”

“Grandma and I couldn’t persuade her. She said she wasn’t ready to face so many of her and Dad’s old friends at a party where everyone was supposed to be having a good time.”

“Makes sense. But you came at least.”

“It meant a lot to Grandma. She’s worked hard on this thing and she really wanted Mom and me to be here.” Shannon shrugged halfheartedly.

“How’d you get here?”

“Grandma sent a limo to the house for me. She’s trying to make sure I have a good time, but I feel funny coming by myself.”

“Come sit with my family,” Heather offered quickly. “Please? My parents have actually been getting along with each other lately,” Heather confided. “They’re having a good time, so far.”

“Grandma’s got a special table reserved. But she’ll probably be pretty busy all night and I’ll end up alone,” Shannon speculated aloud. “Okay—where are you sitting?”

They wove their way through a sea of linen-draped tables, all with floral and sandstone centerpieces depicting a scene from some fairy tale. The room looked beautiful, filled with brightly dressed people, and buzzing with muted conversations and soft music from an orchestra.

A pale peach and foam-green carpet stopped at the edge of an oak parquet dance floor, and overhead, an enormous crystal chandelier sparkled with soft, yellow lights. Vines, intertwined with silk dogwood flowers, draped graceful archways, where long, sumptuous banquet tables stood, lined with platters of food. In the center of one table rose a sparkling swan carved from ice and tinted pink.

They found Heather’s parents. “Hello, girls,” Heather’s father said, standing and pulling out chairs for them. “You both look like princesses.”

Heather rolled her eyes for Shannon’s benefit and mouthed “Corny,” but settled in the chair beside her father.

Mrs. Banks gave Shannon a kiss, then turned to her daughter. “The Nelsons brought their son Wade. I’m sure he’ll ask you to dance.”

Heather’s face blushed crimson and her freckles peeked darkly from beneath her makeup. “Not me.”

“Sit down and don’t run off. I’ve told his mother you’re here, and she’s going to send him over.”

Shannon felt like a third wheel. She didn’t belong with Heather’s family. Mr. Banks smiled at the girls. “The food’s great. We’re going over to the buffet, but when I get back I want a dance with my girl.” He glanced at Shannon and hastily added, “You too, all right?” Shannon mumbled that it would be fun, knowing that he was just being polite. If her father were here he would have danced with her.

“Shannon, do you feel okay?”

Heather was peering directly into Shannon’s face, looking concerned. “I’m fine. Why?”

“You just sort of blanked out all of a sudden. My dad’s not that bad a dancer—really.”

“I’m sure he’s great. I just spaced out for a second.”

Heather slouched in her chair. “Can you believe my mother, thinking Wade Nelson would even so much as look my way?”

Abruptly, Shannon stood. “I think I’ll go check in with Grandma and see how she’s doing. I’ll be right back.”

“I think I see her over there near the ice sculpture. But hurry, okay? I mean, you can’t leave me here all alone with my parents.”

“Sure, I’ll be back.” Shannon made her way toward her grandmother, standing in the midst of a group. She smiled, hugged Shannon, and made a round of introductions. “Have you seen the patio garden? It’s all fixed up like a moat with a castle drawbridge and a fire-breathing dragon.”

“Not yet,” Shannon told her.

“Please go look—I have a special surprise waiting for you.”

“What kind of surprise?”

“Go see for yourself.” Grandmother’s eyes danced mischievously.

“I promised Heather I’d be right back. I said I’d sit with her.”

“Heather can wait. Besides, she’s dancing right now and won’t miss you one bit.”

Shannon turned toward the dance floor and saw Heather in her father’s arms. The green of her friend’s dress and the red of her hair contrasted brightly against her father’s black tux. He was smiling at her, and she was telling him something, tossing her head and laughing.

Shannon felt her breath catch as a memory crowded out the ballroom, the chatter, and the music. She felt herself whisked back in time to one summer day when she was about nine; she was alone with her father in the tack room, a portable radio was playing, and he began to hum along with the tune. Suddenly, he looked up from his desk and asked, “Could I have this dance, Miss Campbell?”

Startled, Shannon stopped polishing her riding boots. “Daddy, I can’t dance!”

“Then it’s about time you learned.” He stood and held out his arms. “A beautiful girl needs to know how to dance when all her boyfriends come around.”

“Boys are gross,” Shannon insisted.

“Me too?”

She colored. “You’re different. You’re my daddy.”

He grinned and beckoned to her. At first, she hung back, self-conscious and shy. Her father took her lightly in his arms. He said, “Bet you won’t always feel that way about boys.”

“Bet I will,” Shannon insisted with a toss of her head. “Boys are dumb. Horses are neat.”

Her father laughed. “I’ll remind you of that when I catch a guy kissing you someday.”

Shannon felt herself turn crimson. “Daddy!”

“Come on—before this song ends,” he urged. “Stand on my feet. It’ll help you pick up the pattern.”

Gingerly, she stepped onto the toes of his boots. Her forehead came to the middle of his chest and her hands felt small and warm in his big, callused palms. Slowly, he guided her around the room. Her movements were jerky and awkward at first, but once Shannon caught on, she stepped down off his boots and followed his lead. As soon as they mastered moving about the tack room, he waltzed her out into the barn.

They had danced away the afternoon, while sunlight filtered through weathered wooden planks and horses watched curiously from their stalls. Now, years later, seeing Heather and her father twirl in the sparkling ballroom, Shannon felt herself fill with a bittersweet longing. She yearned for that languid summer day, the music, the scent of sweet hay, and her father’s arms. Afraid she might break down, she purposefully turned her back from the crowded floor.

“You should run along, dear.” Grandmother’s voice broke through Shannon’s trance. “Your surprise is waiting.”

“I’m on my way.” She hurried to the hotel’s enclosed atrium where glass walls soared above a waterfall and rock garden. People strolled beside the giant formations, but she hardly noticed them. To one side, sitting on a low rock ledge and looking very self-conscious, was Zack Tyner.

“Zack! What are you doing here?”

Zack jumped up and faced Shannon. “Waiting for you. Your grandmother thought that it’d be nice if someone you knew came since your mother couldn’t make it.”

Shannon felt embarrassed and wished her grandmother hadn’t meddled. “Well, I’m sorry she made you come. You don’t have to stay.”

He caught her hand and pulled her to him. “Hey—I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. Sure it was your grandmother’s idea, but I wanted to come.” He looked sincere, but she still felt flustered. “I’ve never been to anything this fancy,” he added. “Do I look all right?”

She fingered the tux’s silk lapel. “You look handsome.”

His ears turned beet-red and he tugged at the collar. “I’d rather be in jeans.”

“Me too,” she said, smiling. “How did you get here?”

“Your grandmother offered to send a limo, but I told her I’d get here by myself. The guys in valet parking acted like I was from outer space when I

drove up on my motorcycle. I stashed it in the parking garage across the street.”

Without warning, Shannon felt tears well up in her eyes. She looked down so that Zack couldn’t see them. “I hate being here, Zack,” she said suddenly. “Mom was smart to stay away. I’ve got to get out of this place. I can’t stay.”

“But your grandmother—”

“Grandma’s busy making this a success. She wanted me here and I came. Now I want to leave. I can make an excuse to her.”

“Where would we go?”

“Anywhere. I don’t care.”

They were quiet for a moment, then Zack said, “Maybe you’ll feel better if we go riding on the horses.”

His suggestion caught her off guard. “You mean right now?”

“There’s a full moon.” His look was challenging and full of promises that made her pulse race.

She stared into his dark eyes, imagining herself riding beside him in the moonlight, with the wind in her hair. Her heart thudded, but her voice sounded calm as she told him, “Let me tell Grandma I’m not feeling well and that you’re going to take me home. Meet me at the front door in five minutes.”

“Five minutes,” Zack echoed.

Before she lost her courage, Shannon hurried inside to find her grandmother.


Chapter Seventeen
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“What did you tell your grandmother?” Zack asked as he led Shannon across the street toward the parking garage.

“Just that I was feeling a little sick to my stomach and that I wanted to go home.” She didn’t tell Zack that her grandmother had wanted to have one of the doctors attending the ball look her over. Grandmother had finally agreed to let her leave when Shannon had insisted that her problem was emotional and not physical. On her way out the door, Shannon had made an excuse to Heather, who looked to be having fun with Wade Nelson.

When Shannon reached Zack’s motorcycle, she strapped on the helmet he handed her, hiked up her dress, and straddled the machine. “Hang on,” he said. She slipped her arms around his waist and as the bike gathered speed, she tightened her grip. His body felt warm and solid against hers as they drove up the mountain. When they neared the stables, he cut the engine. The sudden stillness left a ringing in her ears.

Light from the moon was so bright that she didn’t have to turn on the barn lights. Black whinnied softly, nuzzled her neck, and nibbled playfully at her tousled hair. “Take Pippin,” she told Zack as she slipped a bit into Black’s mouth.

“Don’t you want to change your dress?” Zack asked.

She kicked off her heels and shimmied up on the horse’s sleek bare back. “I don’t care about the dress. Let’s go.”

“Which way?” Zack had shed his jacket, tie, shoes, and socks. His bare feet hung below Pippin’s round belly.

“Across that pasture.” She pointed toward a wide-open field bathed in moonlight. Once in the field, she didn’t wait for Zack, but dug her heels hard into Black’s side and felt him bolt forward. They crossed the field at a canter, the breeze ruffling her hair and blurring the sounds of Black’s hooves thudding the earth.

Shannon breathed deeply. She willed the wind to blow away the false glitter of the ball. Unexpectedly the phantom of her father again marched through her thoughts. She saw him as she remembered him best, smiling and happy. Not morose, dejected, and tormented as he’d been during his final weeks.

She saw his hands, strong and sure, playing along a horse’s withers and down its legs, searching for mars and blemishes. She saw his face, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners from too much exposure to wind and sun. She heard his voice, telling her stories about horses, and jokes that made her giggle even when she tried not to.

She began to think that she was the only person in the universe who had known him in his childlike, unguarded moments. How was it possible for the world to keep on turning without him? How could his friends have forgotten him so quickly? Her throat ached from holding in her tears. The earlier thrill of riding in the moonlight with Zack faded. She felt alone. Cut off forever from her daddy.

At the far end of the field, Shannon saw a split-rail fence that marked the edge of their property on the side of the mountain. She urged her horse toward it.

“Shannon!” she heard Zack call from behind her. She didn’t stop, but hurtled headlong for the barrier.

Blackwatch took the fence in a perfect leap, his forelegs lifted high, his hindquarters well above the wooden rail. When he landed on the other side, Shannon reigned him in and dismounted.

“Hey, wait for me,” Zack called from the other side of the fence. Shannon watched him dismount, loop Pippin’s reins over the railing, and climb through the rails.

“Did you see Black take that jump?” she asked. “It was perfect. That’s the way it should have been at the Knoxville meet.”

“I saw it all right. For a minute, it looked like you were going to grow wings. Where the heck are we anyway?” Zack came alongside of her. “Whoa!

Looks like the edge of the world.” He leaned out and peered downward. He whistled, awestruck, then told her, “Shannon, it’s got to be a thousand feet straight down.”

They stood on a smooth granite ledge, a giant rock that jutted off the top of the mountain. A half-mile below lay the city of Chattanooga, sparkling with lights, sprinkled like diamonds over black velvet. Zack stepped closer to her. “You could have gone right off the edge,” he said, sounding alarmed.

“I knew how much distance I had,” she insisted.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and continued to gaze out over the valley below. “I’ve never seen this view from the mountain before.”

“The Tennessee River’s that way,” she told him, pointing. “In the sunlight, it looks like a silver ribbon. Did you know that on a clear day you can see all the way to the Smokey Mountains?”

“We’ll have to come back in the daylight so you can show me.”

“My dad and I used to come up here,” Shannon said wistfully. “We’d sit and look out over the valley and talk for hours. Mom would pack us a picnic lunch. I always wanted peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Dad loved Oreos. He would separate the cookies and give me the side with the frosting.”

Zack brushed wisps of her windblown hair away from her face. “If I had an Oreo, I’d give you the frosting side too.”

“My father used to tell me about a winged horse who could fly all the way to the moon. He first told me the story while we were standing right here.”

“So that’s where you and Black were going—to the moon?”

“I thought about it.” She sighed. “When I was little, I used to wish I was a bird, then I could fly all by myself. Daddy told me that riding a horse was as close as a person could get to being an animal. ‘A horse and his rider become one—a new creature,’ he always said. One time he and I spent a whole afternoon trying to figure out a name for such a beast.”

“Maybe that’s why you like jumping your horse so much—it feels like flying.”

“Maybe.” Shannon turned her face skyward and gazed longingly at the round, bright, shimmering moon. She thought back to the day when she and Zack had ridden together after the summer rain. How simple and wonderful her life had seemed that day! “Nothing worked out this summer the way I thought it would, Zack. Everything went wrong.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“I miss my father so much. I can’t begin to tell you what it feels like knowing I’ll never see him again.”

“What about all the plans you told me about? Don’t you still want those things?”

“What plans?”

“College, riding on the equestrian team, and maybe qualifying for the Olympics.”

Hearing him list her dreams filled her with sorrow. How long had it been since she’d thought about such things? It seemed like forever. She wasn’t convinced she wanted them anymore. She wasn’t sure she could attain them by herself. She kicked at a loose pebble and heard it drop over the side. “Tonight, at the ball, when I looked around and saw people together, laughing and having fun, it made me feel even more alone than ever. Now there’s just me and Mom. Heather is always complaining about her family, but there she was tonight with two parents. When I saw her dancing with her father, I got sick with envy.”

“You were jealous of Heather? You’re kidding.”

“Don’t you see? I’ll never dance with my father.” Shannon’s voice caught and tears swam in her eyes.

Zack touched her shoulder gently. His hand felt warm on her bare skin. “Look, I’m not your father, but I’d like to dance with you.”

“Now? Out here?”

“Why not? We didn’t get to dance at the ball.”

“But there’s no music.”

“Sure there is … listen.”

She stood still, holding her breath. All around she heard night noises—songs of tree frogs and katydids. He held out his hand and bowed from the waist. “May I have this dance, Shannon?”

Slowly, she slid her hand into his and curtsied. His other arm came round her waist, and she rested the tips of her fingers on his shoulder. She closed her eyes, allowing him to lead her in slow graceful circles on the smooth rock. She caught the scent of pines tinged with magnolia. Zack said softly, “You’re really beautiful, Shannon.”

“A beautiful girl needs to know how to dance when all her boyfriends come around.” Her father’s words echoed in her memory. Her eyes flew open and she stopped swaying. The moonlight was full on Zack’s face, making his dark eyes glimmer like the lights in the valley. Her heart hammered. She lifted her chin upward and rose on the tips of her toes.

Zack pulled her closer. She wound her arms around him, felt his breath flutter against her cheek. He touched his lips to hers, tentatively at first, then more deeply. She felt warm from head to toe and soft inside, so soft. He broke the kiss and studied her face. “I know this has been a bad summer for you, but for me, it’s been the best.”

She felt tingly all over. “Parts of it have been wonderful,” she said, her voice breathy. “Knowing you …” She let the sentence trail because she couldn’t put all she was feeling into words.

“We should go back,” he said, his voice low and husky.

She didn’t want to leave. She wanted to be in Zack’s arms in the moonlight forever. “I guess so.”

“Thanks for showing me this place.”

“You’re the only other person in the world I’ve ever been here with. My dad and you.”

He took her hand and led her over to where Black was grazing. “How do we get the horse back over?”

“There’s a gate farther down.”

He found it, gave her a boost up onto Black, untied Pippin, and hoisted himself up. “Could we ride back slowly?” he asked.

“I’m in no hurry.”

They returned the way they’d come, only slowly, across a field studded with fireflies. They rode in silence, side by side, holding hands in the moonlight all the way home.

   Shannon was searching through a large castle filled with rooms, each barred by a closed door. She wore a flowing white gown and her hair was braided elegantly with wisteria. The halls were lit by moonlight and very quiet. Her heart began to pound as she realized she was all alone in the vast castle.

“Anybody home?” she called. Her voice echoed off blank stone walls. She opened one door and saw a coffin sitting in the center of an otherwise empty room. She screamed, slammed the door shut, and ran to the next door. But it was locked. All the doors were locked. Panic seeped through her as she ran from door to door, searching for a way out.

Her bare feet slapped against the hard, smooth stone. The walls dissolved, and suddenly she was in the center of a grassy field looking up at the outside of the castle. Far above her in the highest turret, a man stood. He beckoned to her. She strained to see his face in the moonlight, but he was too far away.

“Wait!” she cried, clinging to the rocks of the wall. “Wait! I’ll come up.” Magically, she began to climb, laboring, but slowly making progress. Yet no matter how high she climbed, the turret grew higher, the man more minuscule. He waved to her and began to fade. “Don’t go!” she shouted. “Please!”

Shannon woke with a start, gasping for breath, her sheets drenched in perspiration. She lay absolutely still, waiting for her heart to stop pounding, telling herself over and over that it had only been a dream. Still, she kept wishing she could have reached the man. Now, fully awake, she knew that the man had been her father and realized she could never have reached him.

She thought of all the things she wanted to ask him and the things she wanted to share with him—the Pony Club camp-out, her attempts to train Black, the disastrous meet in Knoxville, how much Grandma and Mom and she missed him.

Moonbeams poured through her upstairs window across her bed and spilled onto the floor. Only hours before, she’d stood in their pale white light while Zack kissed her. She touched her fingertips to her lips and smiled. Her father had been right when he’d hinted that kissing a boy wouldn’t seem so bad to her one day. She wished she could tell him that, too.

Beneath her fingers, her lips trembled and tears pooled in her eyes. She brushed them away and conjured up images of Zack and the emotions he’d kindled in her. With his face firmly set in her mind’s eye, Shannon drifted peacefully back to sleep.


Chapter Eighteen
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The next morning, Shannon bounded down the stairs, feeling better than she had in weeks. She saw her mother standing at the door of her father’s study. Her hand rested on the knob, but her forehead was bowed against the solid wood surface. She was crying.

“Mom, what are you doing?” Shannon cleared the last of the stairs and hurried to her mother.

Shannon’s mother sniffed, released the doorknob, but kept her eyes cast downward. “I’m trying to get up the courage to open this door and go inside this room.”

Shannon’s stomach began to feel queasy as images of the night they’d come home and discovered her father shot came flooding back. “You told me we didn’t have to go in there. Maybe it’s too soon to handle it.”

“We have to handle it sooner or later.”

“I can’t handle it,” Shannon confessed. Her mother touched Shannon’s cheek. “I’m sorry, Mom,” she added miserably.

“Forget it. Believe me, I understand. I guess neither of us wants to go back inside.” Shannon’s mother turned away from the door.

“Sometimes I want to forget the room’s even there. I wish it wasn’t even a part of the house.”

“It’s nothing we have to do today.” Shannon’s mother walked into the living room and settled on the sofa. Shannon sat beside her. Her mother said, “Your grandmother called. She asked if you were feeling better. I didn’t know you left the ball early—especially since you didn’t get back here until fairly late.”

“I feel fine,” Shannon said. “Once I got there last night, I didn’t really want to stay. Grandma had asked Zack to come, but he didn’t want to stay either. So we left early and spent the rest of the night talking.”

Gratefully her mother didn’t press her for any details. Shannon knew she wouldn’t have approved of their midnight ride. Her mother said, “Grandma wants to take you shopping for school clothes this Saturday and have you spend Saturday night with her at the condo.”

Labor Day was two weeks away, and then classes would begin at Baylor. Shannon had completely forgotten their yearly tradition of shopping together. “What will you do? Maybe you could come with us.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve got plenty of bookwork and planning to do for the fall. There’s a big competition in Atlanta in November and if the Pony Club’s going, I’ll have to get the registration forms filled out. That was something your father always did—” She interrupted herself. “I’ve got to do it now. You go with your grandmother. I’ll be fine.”

“Okay, I’ll call Grandma and tell her this weekend is all right with me. I’d hate to break our tradition.”

“Will you be using the training ring today?” her mother asked. Shannon shook her head. “You’d better keep at it if Black’s going to continue to compete.”

“I thought I’d wait until I get my school schedule. I’ll be taking driver’s training this year and once I start to drive, who knows how much time I’ll have to fool around with jumping.”

“But you’ve been so anxious to compete with Black.” Her mother looked surprised.

“I just want to take a little break,” Shannon said evasively.

“You shouldn’t take too long of a break,” her mother cautioned.

“I won’t,” Shannon assured her, knowing as she spoke that she wasn’t sure she had the heart to ever go back into the ring again.

   The shopping spree on Saturday went swiftly for Shannon. When she and her grandmother got back to her grandmother’s condo, the older woman exclaimed, “Mercy! I feel like we fought a war.”

They carried shopping bags into the guest room and Grandmother flopped down on the daybed where Shannon slept whenever she spent the night.

“Oh, come on, Gram. It was fun,” Shannon declared, opening packages and spreading out their bounty.

“I’m getting too old for this,” Grandmother said with a shake of her head, but her blue eyes were mirthful behind her glasses.

“This stuff is really great, Grandma. Thanks a lot.”

“You know how much I enjoy doing this with you every year. Paul used to say I was spoiling you, but—”

“But what? Tell me,” Shannon urged, hoping her grandmother would recapture her happy mood.

Instead, she stood and crossed the room. “But I would tell him, ‘What’s a grandmother for except to spoil her granddaughter rotten?’ ” She stopped in front of the window and gazed outward. “Not a day goes by that I don’t think about him.”

“It’s the same for me and Mom. Sometimes I pretend that he’s away on a trip, but that he’ll be coming home soon.”

Grandmother returned to the bed. “I used to pretend when he was in Vietnam that he was just away at college and would be home for the holidays.” She gestured vaguely. “He almost got out of going over there altogether. If only I could turn back the clock.”

“What do you mean?”

Grandmother sat down on the bed and flipped on the bedside lamp. “In those days Congress reactivated the draft by lottery. Every able-bodied man over eighteen had the date of his birth put into a giant drum, then the dates were drawn out one by one until every eligible male had a place on the draft rolls. Those whose dates were first drawn got first call-up.”

“His birthday was January nineteenth,” Shannon said.

Grandmother’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “One of the first numbers to be called that year. Ironically, one of the last to be called the next.”

“So he went.”

Grandmother’s face flushed and her eyes grew guarded. “He went. He did his duty.” The words were terse and heavy.

“I went through his old army trunk a few weeks ago,” Shannon confessed. “I found some letters about how much he hated being over there.”

“He never should have gone. I know that now. Too late.”

“But he had to go.”

“Yes, we felt he had to do his duty. He wanted to go to Canada.”

The revelation sent goose bumps up Shannon’s arms. “He did?”

Grandmother’s eyes began to tear up and she dabbed at them with a tissue. “I’ll never forget the day he came and told me. I was sitting at the kitchen table, planning the menus for the week. He stood next to me. He was nervous and on edge. He said, ‘Mom, we need to talk. I can’t go over there. I can’t kill.’ ”

Shannon was confused. She had seen her father’s ribbons and medals—they’d been for bravery. She’d read a commendation for heroic actions in heated battles. Surely he had killed.

“Looking back, I understand now that he was really asking my permission. He was saying, ‘Tell me it’s all right to disappoint you and Dad. Please help me not to go to war.’ ” The light from the bedside lamp reflected off Grandmother’s hair, making the gray-white color shimmer. “I didn’t do what I should have done—allowed him a way out. At the time, I felt paralyzed, and all I could do was stare at him. ‘Canada?’ I repeated. ‘How can you? It will kill your father, Paul. He doesn’t believe the war’s wrong the way you do. He served in World War Two and Korea. He was an officer. He would never understand. You have an obligation to the Campbell name.’ ”

Shannon envisioned the scene vividly. The big farm kitchen’s shiny blue and white tiles, the view of the pasture and barn from the large, arched window. She pictured her father standing in need of his mother’s approval, just as she needed his approval whenever she competed in a jumping meet. “What was so wrong with going to Canada?” Shannon asked. “One of my teachers went and he’s fine. Everybody at school accepts him.”

Grandmother peered at Shannon for a long moment. “Back then, it was thought that only cowards went to Canada.”

“And Daddy wasn’t a coward.”

“He was far braver than any of us will ever know. No, I was the coward. On that day he came to me, I wanted to reach out and grab him. All my mother’s instincts wanted to say, ‘Run, my son.’ But I didn’t. He wanted my blessing—I gave him my fears. A foolish woman’s ideas about what was ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ for a generation I didn’t understand. I’ve so often wished I’d told him differently.”

Shannon recognized anguish in her grandmother’s voice, making her feel helpless and sad. “But he came back and he wasn’t even hurt.”

“Wasn’t he? Wally Carson had been his best friend all through high school. I remember the day Wally was sent home in a coffin—just in time for Christmas. How could that not have hurt him?”

Shannon recalled the cryptic note in her father’s trunk about Wally Carson. It was Wally’s pistol her father had elected to keep. It was that pistol he’d used to take his life. “Poor Daddy,” she mumbled, a catch in her voice.

“Poor Paul,” Grandmother echoed. “When he did come home, he never talked about what happened to him when he was over there. I suppose it was all too horrible. He had always been a sensitive person—tenderhearted. Once, when he was younger, his favorite horse got sick and had to be destroyed. He grew so despondent, so depressed, that I wanted to take him to talk to a doctor. But your grandfather wouldn’t hear of it. He told your father that a Campbell man was ‘strong’ and that he had to face whatever happens—‘Do what must be done.’ ”

Shannon felt a surge of pity for her father. She tried to imagine how she’d feel if Black had to be destroyed. The idea was so awful that she shook her head to dislodge it.

Grandmother pressed her fingers against her eyelids wearily. “Now, thinking back over these past months, I’m afraid my inflexibility, my urging him to go do his duty against his nature, contributed to his putting that gun to his head.”

“No, Grandma,” Shannon said, horrified. “You can’t think that! We don’t know why he did it—we’ll never know.”

“I’ve never told anybody how miserable I feel,” she whispered. “I go through each day hardly able to function.”

“I didn’t know.” Shannon was surprised. She had thought her grandmother was handling everything so well. She seemed like her regular self. Hadn’t they just spent the afternoon shopping like they always had done in the past?

“It’s true. I guess I’m still upholding the Campbell tradition—duty above all else.” Suddenly Grandmother stared at Shannon with a stricken expression. “Now I’ve burdened you with it. Oh, Shannon—forgive me.” The older woman buried her face in her hands and quietly wept.

Shannon stared at the clothes strewn across the bed long after her grandmother had gone downstairs to fix them some supper. Why hadn’t her father thought about how much pain he’d be causing before he’d killed himself? If only there was something she could do to help her grandmother and mother to stop hurting. If only she didn’t hurt so bad herself. If only … if only …


Chapter Nineteen
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Shannon rapped gently on the office door on the basement floor of the hospital. She nibbled nervously on her lower lip, wondering if she’d done the right thing by making an appointment to see her grandmother’s friend Madeline. Shannon entered and Madeline welcomed her warmly inside her small, homey office. “I was delighted when you called and so pleased that you want to talk to me,” she told Shannon.

At the time, Shannon had felt an urgency about talking to Madeline, but now that she was actually here, she was at a loss for words. Where did she start? She sat on her hands because they felt cold. “Everybody—me, Mom, and Grandma—are still so sad about what happened to my father. Our hearts hurt. Mom and Grandma keep wondering if it was something they did that might have caused him to shoot himself. I don’t know what to think, except that I’m all mixed up inside.”

Shannon took a deep breath, and Madeline looked at her compassionately, but said nothing. “Sometimes I think about him for hours. I miss him so much. Sometimes I don’t think about him and I’m happy for a while. I hang around with my friends and I almost forget all about him and what he did.”

She dropped her gaze, shamefaced, remembering the absolute euphoria she’d experienced in Zack’s arms. “That’s not normal is it? I shouldn’t be having fun while he’s dead and everybody else is hurting so bad.” Shannon took a shuddering breath before continuing.

“Mom and I both knew that he had bad moods, but he always came out of them. Grandma thinks that if she’d stopped him from going to Vietnam, he might never have gotten so depressed. Sometimes I get mad at him—even though he’s dead—because he didn’t have to kill himself. Just because he felt unhappy, that was no reason for him to do what he did. He wanted to be free, but he left us alone and miserable. That’s not fair.”

Shannon momentarily hung her head, collecting her thoughts. Madeline handed her a tissue from a box on her desk and urged, “Go on.”

“I don’t feel like preparing for the horse shows. I wanted to be an Olympic rider. I wanted Daddy to be proud of me. Now I don’t know what I want. I tried to train Black by myself, but I can’t do it without Dad. It’s too big a job for me to handle all alone.”

Shannon realized that her words were spilling out in a jumbled stream, yet she couldn’t halt them. “Maybe I’m going crazy. Are all of us going crazy?” She looked up at Madeline suddenly. “Please tell me what to do.”

Madeline pulled her chair closer to Shannon’s and reached for her hand. “Everything you’re feeling is a symptom of grief, Shannon, and it’s perfectly normal. Your father’s death is complex. It has so many aspects—depression, suicide, his Vietnam experience—naturally, it’s difficult to sort everything out. Perhaps I can help.”

“How?”

“First, let me tell you a little bit about depression. I know plenty about it because I’ve experienced it firsthand.”

“You have?” Shannon remembered what her grandmother had told her about how Madeline’s whole family had died.

Madeline nodded. “Depression is common, but very misunderstood. ‘Severe depression’—the worst form—was what your father was dealing with and unfortunately trying to handle all alone. The person in the grip of depression is helpless against it, and its victim can no more help himself out of its depths than a victim with cancer can cure himself. Left untreated, depression sometimes can lead to the most blatant, antisocial act of self-destruction there is—suicide.”

Hearing Madeline explain her father’s inner pain caused Shannon to wince. “You didn’t kill yourself.”

“I had help and support throughout my depressed period. Frankly, suicide never crossed my mind, even in my darkest times.”

“So what sort of person kills himself?”

“There is no ‘typical’ suicidal person. But over sixty thousand people a year do it.”

Shannon grimaced, unable to believe the families of so many people hurt inside like she did. “What else?”

“More women try it, but more men succeed. The group with the highest rate is teenagers.”

“Kids my age?” Shannon hadn’t expected to hear such a fact.

“Sad, but true. The next highest group is men your father’s age.”

“But they must have something in common. Something that sets them off.”

“Sometimes people have a negative image of life—you know, things are bad and they’ll never get better. To the person contemplating suicide, it’s the most logical, sane solution in the world to solving problems.”

“How could it be?”

“Because they hurt so bad in their minds. Because even though death is an unknown quantity, it seems somehow vastly superior to the world they do know. Because they’re so depressed and unhappy that death seems like the only way out of their pain.”

“That’s stupid! My dad had everything in the world to make him happy.” She suddenly remembered the note she’d found in her father’s desk begging to be free from his feelings. His handwriting had looked scrawled and disjointed, the words, dismal and defeated. She tried to put herself in his place, to experience his inner agony. “Yes, I guess he was very unhappy,” she said dejectedly.

“Often, a person bent on destroying himself gives us clues, but they’re so subtle we don’t recognize them until it’s too late.”

Shannon jerked her head. “What kind of clues?”

“Usually there’s a radical change in behavior. The person seems different in small ways, at first. They stop doing all the things they used to enjoy doing. They say things like, ‘You’ll be better off without me.’ Sometimes, once they’ve decided to take their life, they grow serene and begin to get their affairs in order.”

“Like organizing file drawers and fixing porch steps?”

“It’s much more than spring cleaning,” Madeline said, “but yes, little and big things. Some people prepare thoroughly for their departure. Almost like they’re trying to make up for leaving loved ones behind.”

“And then once everything is ready? …”

“Once they think they’re all caught up, they fulfill their death wish.”

The air was very still and Shannon felt completely numb. Her father had given them perfect clues to his intentions all along. They’d assumed his bad mood would lift as had all his others. Because they hadn’t understood the depth of his depression, they’d missed the chance to save him. Shannon felt a terrible self-loathing.

Gently, Madeline reached for Shannon and with a quiet but tender expression told her, “Please hear me, Shannon. Your father made the choice for his life. You can’t blame yourself in any way. No one in your family can. All of you have been deeply affected. What we need to talk about is your grief, and your concern for your mother and grandmother. You must concentrate on the living and forgive the dead.”

Shannon wasn’t sure she could forgive her father. The idea of forgiving him was too tangled, too emotional for her to deal with just now. She concentrated on the part she could understand. “I want to help Mom and Grandma not to hurt.” She wiped her eyes on the damp, soggy tissue.

“Survivors—those the suicide person leaves behind—must deal with a triple loss. First, the pure and simple grief over losing someone you love. Second, anger—sometimes rage—over the person’s deserting you.”

Shannon looked up. She did feel rage, fury toward her father over choosing to leave her. Madeline continued. “And three, survivors must face feelings of guilt—‘If only I’d loved him more, he wouldn’t have left me.’ ”

Shannon heard her mother’s words of self-recrimination echo to her from the night of the camp-out. She heard Grandmother’s confession about not allowing him a way out of going to Vietnam. “Maybe it was our fault,” she said.

“Your father was responsible for taking his own life. You are responsible for going on with yours. No one can blame someone else for their problems.”

Is that what she was doing? Shannon wondered. Was she blaming her father for her lack of interest in training Blackwatch? “You sound like you know what you’re telling me.”

A kind smile lit Madeline’s round face. “When my entire family was wiped out in a plane crash, I blamed the aviation authorities, the weatherman, the plane’s mechanic—ultimately even God himself. Finally I had to accept one of life’s most tragic and mysterious truths—sometimes bad things happen and there’s no one to blame.”

Shannon nodded solemnly. War was a cataclysmic event that soldiers had to face whether they wanted to or not. People killed themselves and families had to learn to accept living without them. Madeline shifted in her chair. “What’s important for you and your family is working out your grief. Facing it, talking about it, dealing with it.”

“But how?”

“Support groups are a good place to start.” Madeline stood and went to her file drawer. “I have information about LOSS—that’s Loving Outreach to Suicide Survivors. We have a grief support group that meets right here in the hospital twice a month and more frequently around holidays because holidays are the hardest times of all.”

With a start, Shannon realized that her family had yet to face a major holiday without her father. The prospect was so bleak that she forced it aside. “I don’t know if Mom and Grandma will come to a support group,” she told Madeline.

“I can talk to Betty, but I believe the suggestion will be better received coming from you. I know they both love you very much and will do most anything for you. Please remember, it’s not a sign of weakness to seek help. It’s a sign of strength and courage. If you ask them—”

Madeline left the sentence unfinished. Shannon wasn’t at all convinced she had the power to persuade them no matter how hard she tried. “You’re not alone, Shannon,” Madeline added, handing her some papers. “Anytime you want to talk to me, I’m as close as your phone.”

Shannon stood, preparing to leave. Her head swam with facts and information, and all the emotions that her conversation with Madeline had evoked. “Thanks for talking to me,” she said.

Madeline held her hand again. “I admire you, Shannon. I think you’re a very brave, loving girl. Brave because you had the courage to face your pain and confront it. Loving because you want to help your mother and grandmother face theirs. Love is action.”

Madeline’s praise made Shannon feel reassured. She offered a tentative smile. “I’d better be going.”

“Do you have a ride home?”

“Yes. A friend’s waiting upstairs in the lobby. We came on his motorcycle.” Shannon turned and hurried to meet Zack. On the way home he pulled into a fast-food place at the foot of the mountain and bought her a milkshake. “You look happier,” Zack told her as she sipped the thick, sweet concoction. “I guess it helped to talk to your grandmother’s friend.”

Shannon did feel as if a large weight had been lifted off her heart. Just hearing about depression and suicide and knowing that others had been through such a terrible ordeal and that Madeline was available to help made her feel less alone and afraid. “It helped a lot,” Shannon assured Zack. “More than I can tell you right now. Thanks for taking me.”

“Zack’s taxi—at your service.” His grin was quick and made his dark eyes shine.

Later, they rode up the mountain trying to carry on a conversation above the roar of the motor and the rush of the wind. Shannon hugged Zack tightly, reveling in the warm sun, fresh air, and summer sky. The higher the cycle climbed, the more she noticed signs of approaching autumn. Some trees were tinged with red, others were turning golden, and wildflowers that only appeared in the fall were blooming along the roadside.

Zack turned onto her property and stopped by the back porch. The moment he cut the engine, her mother hurried out the door. “I’m so glad you’re home,” she blurted out. “I’ve just called the vet. It’s Black. He’s in bad shape.”


Chapter Twenty
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“It’s laminitis,” Dr. McClelland said, straightening up after examining Black’s badly swollen hoof.

Shannon felt a sickening sensation in her stomach. Laminitis—more commonly known as founder—was a threat to every horse. Black’s head drooped and his eye held a dull, pained look. She scratched behind his ears, but he didn’t respond.

“How bad is it?” Mrs. Campbell asked, chewing worriedly on her lower lip.

“Bad enough,” Dr. McClelland said, wiping his hands on a towel.

Shannon felt a chill go over her. “He’ll be all right, won’t he?” she asked.

Dr. McClelland rested his work-worn hand on her shoulder. “It’s too soon to answer—you know that this condition has to run its course. There’s plenty of congestion in the hoof right now. The blood flow’s jammed and he’s hurting, but at least it’s not infected. I’ll start him on antibiotics as a precaution, and give him a shot of adrenaline to slow the flow of blood. Let’s hope it will ease his pain.”

“What can I do?”

“Keep ice packed around his foot for the night. I’ll stop by in the morning to check on him.”

Dr. McClelland withdrew vials of medicine and a syringe from his black bag. Zack stood in the far corner of the stall watching, while Shannon and her mother held Black’s halter. “What’s ‘founder’?” Zack asked her as the vet prepared the syringe.

“A disease of the hoof,” Shannon explained. “Blood congests in the hoof and causes swelling and pain. Horses stand up all the time, so anything that goes wrong with their hooves is serious.” She winced as the doctor slid the needle into Black’s neck vein.

“But how did Black get it?”

“Feed that’s too protein-rich can cause it.”

“I feed him the same stuff every day.”

“Excessive work or not enough work. Founder just happens sometimes.” She felt tears sting her eyes. “Why did this have to happen to my horse?” The horse my daddy gave me, she thought.

Dr. McClelland repacked his bag and snapped it shut. “Shannon, remember founder’s a crazy problem. It can leave as quickly as it came. I’ve seen horses really bad with it one day, and then do a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turnaround the next. It can happen to Black that way, too.”

“But if it doesn’t?”

The elderly doctor held her eyes with his. “Then we’ll have to put him down.” Shannon’s heart lurched with a spasm of fear. If he didn’t get better, Black would have to be destroyed.

“But he’s the most valuable horse in my stable,” Shannon’s mother said, sounding alarmed. “What’s more, Paul and I gave Shannon this horse.”

Shannon exchanged glances with her mother, feeling almost sick to her stomach. Unspoken between them was the realization that Blackwatch was all that remained of the good times they had known with her father.

Dr. McClelland hoisted his bag. “I know, Kathleen, and I’m sorry. But I think it’s best to level with you. All we can do now is wait it out and hope for the best.”

The doctor left, and her mother took Shannon by the shoulders. “We’re going to do everything we can, honey. We’ll save Black somehow.” Shannon nodded, hearing her mother’s determination. If anything happened to Black—

“Zack, come up to the house with me and we’ll load up a chest with ice,” her mother said forcefully. “We’ll pack his foot every two hours through the night.”

“I don’t mind staying tonight and helping,” Zack said. “I’ll call my grandmother and tell her you need me.”

Shannon’s mother agreed. “We’ll take shifts. I’ll relieve you about midnight.”

“I won’t be able to sleep,” Shannon insisted. “I’ll stay up all night with him.”

“Then we’ll keep you company.”

While Zack and her mother were up at the house, Shannon put fresh straw in the stall. She knelt by Black’s drooping head and tenderly stroked his muzzle. “I’m sorry, Black. I should have taken better care of you.” Guiltily, she realized that his lack of disciplined exercise may have contributed to his problem. She should have continued to work with him daily regardless of her feelings of despair.

Halfheartedly, the big horse nibbled at her shirt pocket, making her smile sadly. “I love you, Black. You’ve got to get better. You just have to.” She stood, looped her arms around his neck, and wept silently into his coarse mane. The pungent scent of him soothed her. She wished her dad were here. She knew he couldn’t have done anything more than what Dr. McClelland had prescribed, but it would have been so good to have him close by to comfort her.

Black whinnied feebly and Shannon stroked his soft muzzle. There was nothing she could do but wait. With a heavy sigh she went into the tack room. Twilight filtered through the dust-streaked window of the room. The aroma of leather and saddle soap evoked her father’s presence in a way that tore at her heart. “Oh, Daddy,” she whispered. “I need you.”

Sniffing, Shannon pulled herself together and quickly took a couple of old blankets from her father’s trunk. She returned to Black’s stall and spread them in a corner, knowing she’d have to wait out the night and accept whatever the morning brought.

That night, the weather took an unexpected turn toward autumn. Feeling chilled, Shannon located an old sweater of her dad’s. She wrapped herself in its oversized folds, thinking that it somehow brought him nearer. Zack dumped pillows around the blankets, and her mother brought them a pizza and a thermos of hot chocolate. “I’ll set my alarm for twelve,” she told them, “and relieve Zack. Change the ice often and come get me if he tries to lie down. It’s important to keep him on his feet.”

Shannon attached two tether lines to Black’s halter to confine him in the stall; then she lifted the swollen hoof, set it down in a bucket, and packed ice around it.

“He won’t jerk it out?” Zack asked.

“No. It’ll feel good, like stopping a tooth from throbbing.” Afterward, she crawled over to the blanket, sat cross-legged, and nibbled on a slice of pizza that by now had grown cold. “It’s nice of you to stay,” she told Zack, who settled next to her.

“I couldn’t have left tonight if I’d wanted to,” he said with a smile. “I guess I’ve sort of gotten attached to you all.”

She tossed the pizza aside, pulled her knees against her chest, and rested her chin on them. The sleeves of the sweater flopped about her arms. “Are you saying you feel ‘responsible’ for me?”

“Is that what you think?”

Her face felt hot under his gaze. “I’m tired of thinking. My mind gets so mixed up sometimes, I can’t figure anything out.”

“I don’t feel responsible for you,” he said, running the tip of his finger along the arch of her neck.

A shiver shot up her spine. “My father was responsible for Mom and me, but that didn’t stop him from leaving us.”

“The worst thing a person can do is go away and leave another person all alone. As far as I’m concerned, desertion is a crime.”

She heard an underlying sadness in his voice that pricked her heart. “You do know what it feels like, don’t you?” she asked.

He didn’t answer for such a long time that she decided he wasn’t going to. “I know, all right.”

“Would you tell me about it?” She wasn’t sure he would, knowing it had something to do with why he lived with his grandmother instead of his parents.

“When I was ten my mom and dad brought me to grandma’s, said good-bye, and never came back.”

He spoke so quickly and with such little emotion that she was confused as to what he meant. “Did they die?”

“It might have been easier if they had. Then I wouldn’t have felt like I’d done something to make them hate me.”

“Maybe they couldn’t take care of you anymore.”

“All I remember from the time we did live together is that they drank all the time. They smashed things up and yelled. I used to hide under my bed and put my pillow over my head. One day they took me to Grandma’s and never came to pick me up.”

Shannon was shocked. She couldn’t imagine such a life. “Didn’t they call or write?”

“Not that I ever knew. I used to get up every morning and get dressed and put my suitcase by the front door and sit in the living room and wait for them to come. Then every night, Grandma would put me to bed, but only after I made her promise to wake me up when they came.”

“That’s so sad.”

“Finally, one day, Grandma told me, ‘Guess it’s just you and me, Zack. Your mother’s not been much of a mother to you or a daughter to me. We best get on with the process of living. I’ll be good to you and in turn, I don’t expect you to cause me trouble.’ I learned later that she petitioned the court to become my legal guardian. I’ve been living with Grandma ever since.”

After he told his story, silence settled in the barn, and Shannon swallowed against a lump in her throat. She rested her cheek on her knee. “I guess it makes no difference why someone leaves you, does it? It hurts just the same.”

Very slowly, Zack reached over and stroked the silky strands of her blond hair. “At least you know where your daddy is for sure. I’m not saying being dead’s better, but you’ll never have to wonder every birthday, or every Christmas, if this is the year he’ll call you or remember you exist.”

She wiped dampness from her face with the sleeve of the sweater, raised her head, and reached for Zack. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

His arms went around her and she scrunched against him, resting her cheek on his chest. He said, “When I was younger, I used to fantasize about them coming back and me telling them, ‘Sorry, I don’t want to live with you ever again.’ And I imagined them crying and begging me to come live with them. I used to think it would serve them right—to have them want me and me reject them.”

“But you don’t think that anymore?”

“No.” His fingers played in her hair. “Grandma must have figured out what I was thinking because one day she told me, ‘Hating halts healing, Zack.’ She helped me see that all my anger toward them was only affecting me—not them. So, I started thinking about doing the best I could with my life. Maybe someday they’ll see me and think, ‘He turned out all right, and we didn’t have anything to do with it.’ ”

“Are you saying that you forgive them for leaving you?”

Zack pulled back, lifted her chin, and peered down at her upturned, tear-stained face. “Over time I began to see that they really did me a favor. They weren’t able to take care of me, and I’ve been much better off with Grandma. I’m not excusing them, and I’m not forgetting what they did, but I do forgive them for it.”

Shannon felt a jumble of emotions—pain, remorse, frustration. Was that what she was supposed to do? Forgive her father for rejecting her grandmother, her mother, herself? Forgive him for taking his life and leaving them to manage without him?

Zack said, “Forgiving’s a choice you make—a gift you give to somebody even if they don’t deserve it. It costs nothing, but it makes you feel rich for giving it away.”

She stared deeply into Zack’s dark eyes while he spoke. She saw compassion and understanding, not only for her, but for her father too. “All he gave me was this terrible hurt when he killed himself.” Her voice caught and she would have turned away, but Zack held her fast.

“He gave you life,” Zack told her. “The same as my parents gave me. It’s up to you as to what you do with it.”

Shannon leaned again against Zack’s chest and thought about what he said. Ironically her father had often told her similar things. “You can do anything you put your mind and heart to, Shannon. It’s your life.” “Zack?” she asked. “If your parents ever come back, will you tell them you forgive them?”

“I won’t have to. They’ll know by the way I hug them.”


Chapter Twenty-One
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Sometime after midnight, while Shannon was pouring fresh ice in the bucket, her mother came into the barn, wrapped in a parka and rubbing her hands together. “Where’s Zack?” she asked.

Shannon motioned toward the tack room. “I made him go lie down on the cot. He’s wiped out, and I knew it was almost time for you to show up.” Shannon figured that adrenaline was the only thing keeping her going.

“How’s Black doing?”

“He took some feed out of my hand.”

“That’s a good sign,” her mother said in an encouraging voice. She sat on the blanket. “It’s always good news when they feel well enough to eat.”

Shannon tried to catch her mother’s enthusiasm, but one look at Black told her that the horse was no better. Shannon repacked the ice around his hoof and joined her mother on the blanket. She poured herself a cup of hot chocolate and offered some to her mom.

“I don’t know what to say about Black, honey, except that it’s just one more thing in a long list of things that went wrong this summer.”

“I wish … I wish everything was different.”

“Nothing can change what happened, Shannon. Nothing can bring your father back.”

“I know.” Saying the words expressed a finality that made Shannon shiver. “There’s so many things I’d like to ask you, Mom. Things I’ve wanted to talk about for the longest time.”

“We have plenty of time now,” her mother said.

Shannon felt momentarily overwhelmed, unable to decide where to begin. She had so much to say and to ask that the remainder of the night seemed hardly long enough to get it all out. She took a deep breath and started with telling her mother about going through her father’s trunk and about the notes she’d found in his handwriting. “I think he was depressed about Vietnam, Mom. I know he didn’t want to go over there.”

Shannon’s mother dragged her fingers through her curly hair. “The experience did change him,” she said slowly. “He didn’t believe in the war, but he went to please his family. I had just met him. We wrote throughout his whole tour of duty and we decided to marry when he returned—if he returned. He was different when he came back.”

“How?”

“He would never talk about what happened to him while he was there even though I asked. He said, ‘It was hell, Kathleen. Who wants to talk about going to hell?’ It was as if he put a part of himself away in a box. He went on with life—we got married, had you, started the business—but he had bad dreams for years—flashbacks, that’s what doctors call them. He’d wake up in a cold sweat and sometimes stay up the rest of the night. I thought he should see a psychiatrist, but he didn’t want to. I thought he was better for awhile. Maybe I should have insisted on the psychiatrist.” She shrugged her shoulders in resignation.

“Maybe going to Vietnam was the start of all his problems,” Shannon observed.

“I’m not so sure. It’s true that that war split families apart. Every time you turned on TV, you saw young men dying in your living room. Protestors marched on college campuses. People were put in jail for protesting. I was certainly against the war. I had a poster in my room all the time Paul was gone. It said, ‘War Is Harmful to Children and Other Living Things.’ I’m telling you, it was a terrible time for all of us.”

She crossed her arms, hugging herself as if she were very cold. “Thousands of men fought in Vietnam, and they were wounded in ways that we couldn’t see. But most didn’t kill themselves over it. A person has to face his problems, and deal with them. I would have helped your father. I never wanted him to go through it alone.”

“Grandma said he was idealistic, and that made it harder for him to accept things the way they are.”

“That’s true. But if there weren’t idealistic people, who’d save the world?” Her mother managed a half-smile. “No … I think that your father had problems long before Vietnam came along. He and his father were always butting heads over things. He used to tell me that your grandfather was intractable—very stubborn and obstinate. They argued about everything.” Shannon heard her mother sigh. “The Campbells were quite wealthy. I used to think that having money would mean being happy; but after meeting your father, I discovered that wasn’t true.”

“Wasn’t Dad ever happy?”

Her mother reached out and covered Shannon’s hands, resting on her drawn-up knees, with hers. “Yes. You were the most wonderful thing that ever happened to either of us. The day you were born he sent me six dozen red roses, twenty-five balloons—that’s how long I was in labor with you—and he bought me this ring.” She held up her right hand, where a pearl, Shannon’s birthstone, gleamed in the weak light. “I know he loved all of us. He certainly loved you. His problem was that he couldn’t get outside of himself. He couldn’t reach out to others and we didn’t know how to reach in.”

Shannon wanted to throw her arms around her mother and tell her she wasn’t to blame. She wanted her mother to forgive herself for what happened. “Grandma feels it’s her fault because she encouraged him to do his duty and not run away to Canada.”

“I’m sorry Betty thinks that. Duty was important to her generation. Your father and I discussed that importance often.”

“You did?”

“It turned out duty was important to us, too. He never could have run off to Canada. I know that now.” Her mother poured herself some hot chocolate, then sat holding the cup between her palms and staring into the brown liquid. “We all lost someone irreplaceable this summer. You, a father. Me, a husband. And Betty, a son.”

“Why didn’t he think about how much he was going to hurt all of us before he did what he did?”

“That’s the big question.” Her mother took a long sip from the cup. “When I see him again, I’ll ask him.”

Lulled by the warmth of the blanket and chocolate, Shannon began to nod. She didn’t want to sleep, she wanted to keep talking, but her eyelids felt like lead.

“Go on to sleep,” her mother urged. “We can talk more tomorrow.” She tugged the blanket over Shannon. “I’ll watch over Black. Sooner or later, the night will end. It’s got to.”

Shannon woke to the sound of soft voices. She saw her grandmother and mother huddled in the far corner of the stall and heard them whispering. “Grandma?” Shannon asked. “When did you come?”

The two women came over and took a seat on the jumble of blankets. Grandmother hugged Shannon, saying, “Your mother called and told me last night about your horse. She said there was nothing I could do, but by this morning, I had to come see you.”

“Is it morning?” Shannon rubbed her sleep-filled eyes and squinted. The pale gray light of dawn was visible through the stable doorway. Quickly, she spun toward Blackwatch. “How is he?”

“Not much better, I’m afraid,” her mother admitted.

Shannon’s heart sank. “I thought the shot and ice would help him.” Shannon scrambled to the horse and checked him over. If anything, he looked worse and appeared to be leaning against the wall of the stall for support.

“We’re not giving up,” her mother said.

“Maybe we should rig a hoist to keep him upright.”

“Dr. McClelland will be by soon. We’ll see what he has to say.”

“I can’t lose him, Mom. Not like I lost Dad.” Shannon wrung her hands.

Her grandmother gently led her back to the blanket and sat her down. “Let’s not think such negative thoughts.”

“It’s all my fault, you know,” Shannon confessed miserably.

“I don’t see how—”

“I should have been exercising him more, working with him,” Shannon said, interrupting her mother’s protest. “He’s my pet and I was supposed to be taking care of him. But I didn’t.” She hung her head.

Her mother reached over and touched her shoulder. “Blaming yourself won’t help. You love that horse and we all know it. You’ve been very upset this summer. It’s difficult to think about duties and responsibilities when you’re all torn up inside.”

Shannon’s gaze flew to her mother’s face. Then, to her grandmother’s. “Isn’t that what my father did about Vietnam? Think about his duty to go above all else? I should have done the same for my horse.”

“He had a confused sense of duty,” Grandmother said slowly. “I see that now. Your grandfather and I somehow made him feel that appearances were more important than his moral obligation to do what he knew was right. That’s not the same as acting dutifully toward the things we care about.”

With her grandmother’s statement, Shannon felt the awakening of a new understanding about life and its complexities that she had not grasped before. No matter how bad things were in a person’s life, the person had a responsibility to himself and to others to keep going on. Life’s circumstances changed, bad things happened, but that didn’t mean someone could check out just because he couldn’t handle those changes. Zack’s parents had abandoned him, but it had made him stronger, more determined to make something out of his life.

“Dad had a moral obligation to keep on living,” she said, echoing her grandmother’s words. “He had no right to check out.”

Shannon realized then that her father had indeed checked out—killed himself—because for all his valor during the war, for all his medals for bravery, he had lacked the courage to do what was really important—deal with his inner pain and continue to live. “I went to talk to your friend, Madeline, Grandma.”

“When? She never told me.”

“Why?” Shannon’s mother wanted to know. “You could have talked to me.”

She scooted closer to her mother. “I tried to talk to you, all summer. I wanted to so much, but you were hurting so bad that the time was never right. I went to Madeline because she’s been through a terrible time herself and because she understood how I was feeling.”

Shannon studied the two people she loved most in the world. Her grandmother with her rigid sense of right and wrong. Her mother with her burden of guilt and remorse. “I went because all of us are hurting, but we’re still trying to handle it on our own. Just like Dad did.”

She watched her mother’s eyes fill with tears. “Don’t you see? We all need help out of our pain.” She told them about the support group and Madeline’s belief that it would help them to begin attending.

“I don’t know,” Grandmother shook her head. “I can’t imagine airing my grief in public to a group of strangers.”

Quickly Shannon said, “I don’t know if a support group will help or not. Maybe it’ll be a big waste of our time, but maybe it won’t. Maybe it’s what we need to be a family again.”

Her mother hugged her arms to herself. “I grew up believing that ‘Love is never having to say you’re sorry.’ ” She wiped tears from her cheek. “I see now that love—real, honest love—is having to say, ‘I’m sorry.’ ” She reached out to Shannon. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m sorry for not being there when you needed me.”

Shannon slid into her arms. “I love you, Mom.” She reached for her grandmother. “You too, Grandma. I want just want us to be happy again.”

“I’m not even sure what that term means anymore,” her mother confessed.

Shannon wasn’t sure either. She did know that it wasn’t a make-believe place like fairy tales promised. It wasn’t a place like Shangri-la where everything was perfect and life held no problems. Nor was it a world bought with money and family position. She did know that the journey to happiness was laborious and strewn with seeds of suffering. She guessed that it was probably a place each person had to seek for herself, that each heart had to find on its own.

She knew that hope was a key. She looked at her horse. It would break her heart to lose him, because Blackwatch represented all the dreams she’d once held so dear. She clung to the hope that he would be all right, that all of them would be all right. Light from the morning sun began to spread through the barn. The crisp smell of autumn filled the air.

Zack appeared at the door of the stall. He seemed self-conscious about interrupting them, but said, “I fed and watered the other horses. Would you like me to drive down the mountain and bring back some donuts?”

Shannon’s mother stood. “Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather go up to the house and cook breakfast. I want us all to eat together. Zack, please join us.”

Shannon’s grandmother rose alongside of her. “I’ll come start the coffee.”

Once they were gone, Zack came inside the stall and stood beside Shannon. “Your horse doesn’t look a whole lot better.”

“He isn’t, but I am.”

“I don’t understand. Are you sick too?”

She gazed out the barn’s front door at sunlight shining brilliantly in the crystal pure mountain air. “It’s a beautiful day, Zack. A beautiful day to be alive.”

   Shannon Campbell leaned forward, keeping her line of vision directly between the ears of her horse. Mentally, she judged the rapidly closing distance to the fence, concentrating on the powerful pull of muscled horseflesh beneath her.

From the corner of her eye, she could see where her family and friends were sitting in the giant arena, watching, cheering for her—her mother, Grandmother, Zack, Heather, all the girls from the Pony Club.

Still, whenever she looked over at the group, she kept wanting to see her father. She thought of all the things he’d never see her do. The choice he made still hurt, even now, a year later. But at least she had her mother and grandmother and together they were making it.

She was glad she’d been able to convince them to go to the support group. It had helped, just as Madeline had said it would. It hadn’t been easy to talk to strangers at first, but the loss each had experienced acted like a glue that bound them to one another. Now the members of the group were like old friends.

Shannon thought back to the day she and her mother and grandmother had opened her father’s study door. It had taken every ounce of courage they possessed together, but one autumn day, they simply threw open the door, pulled up the blinds, and let light flood the room.

Shannon had walked through the doorway holding her mother and grandmother’s hands. She’d taken in every nook and cranny with her eyes. The sofa, the file cabinets, the desk, the bookshelves—all the things her father had touched and used. Nothing could bring him back, but together the three of them could touch him again and love his memory.

They’d gone through the desk, packed away papers, reorganized files. Her mother hired a decorator and chose a pale shade of peach for the walls, new white wicker furniture, and jade-green carpeting. Shannon turned the room into her “horse room” where she displayed all her ribbons and trophies. She also hung photos of horses and friends. And of her father.

Shannon focused her attention on the barrier in the arena. It looked high and intimidating. She listened to the rhythmic sound of Black’s hooves hitting the loamy arena dirt and sensed his prime physical condition. Her horse wanted to please her.

Shannon eased back and Blackwatch took the lead. She kept her back straight, squeezed her knees into his flank, felt him gather his stride and jump.
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