At the top of the hill was the jumping area. It was another big shed, tin-roofed and enclosed on three sides, with wooden hurdles appearing at random. At least, the placement seemed haphazard to me but the riders recognized a winding route in it instantly. They were kids as well but of a greater status than the hay patrol. They sat high and preening, not that you could blame them. The horses got up a good clip jumping the barriers and pounding around the edges of the enclosure, close enough to the fence that you could really feel them. To control such a creature had to be pretty intoxicating.

“The horses are green and the riders aren’t much better,” Emily said, following the progress of one pair. The animal was an almost liquid charcoal color—if I ever saw that shade in a thundercloud I’d head for cover immediately. He was ominously, thrillingly beautiful. “But it gives you an idea of their potential—of what they’re worth.” 

Each horse circulated a grand total of maybe three minutes. “You can watch a horse for so little time and then buy him?” I asked. I didn’t know exactly how expensive they were but the thought was staggering. 

“Not really,” Em answered. She opened the leaflet we’d been given entering the paddock. “We all know each other–you know who’s got the good horses. And you can read who’s the sire—hopefully he’s some horse you’ve heard of, who’s won something. And you see how many hands he is—that one’s about 18 hands,” she said, pointing to a chestnut taller than me. “My pony’s 14 hands,” she continued. “You can walk up to them when they’re out of the ring and see how the joints and muscles look, how big they are and how they’re built.”

“And check the teeth,” I said, offering my sole piece of knowledge about horse ownership.

“And check the teeth,” she smiled, without explaining why. 

Just then, the chestnut caught his hind legs on a jump and went down hard.  The rider rolled clear and was back in saddle and circulating the ring again before the rest of us could even react. “He just lost value,” Emily pronounced, off-hand. 

“From that? Nobody makes mistakes around here?”

“I didn’t say it was fair, darling. But he did it right in front of us. And look—he’s still dragging the foot” and sure enough, he knocked the top pole off the jump again the next time round.

A clamorous noise rose behind us and a voice said, “I should have known you’d be here.” And from Emily’s face, I knew who it was before I even turned round.

He was still in his green uniform and taller than I expected, not spectacularly handsome (at least to my eye) but with the easy air that came of too much admiration. Is that sour grapes? I guess there’s never too much admiration if they’re admiring you. And after a second’s time lag, I realized that everyone in sight, in the shed and the yard, was staring at us—at him. 

“Paul Roget, this is Malcolm Lowell,” Emily trilled. “Malcolm’s my horse landlord—and one of the world’s best riders.” Malcolm smiled and held out his hand to shake, heartily of course like a real man.

 “Emily exaggerates,” he murmured smoothly. An extensive and seemingly color-coordinated brace of campaign ribbons gloated from his chest. 

“Third in the world last year—not too shabby,” Emily persisted, beaming. 

“I do some riding,” Malcolm shrugged. He was a celebrity—not a worldwide celebrity maybe but here, inside the boundaries of the horsy world, he was the Cheese. Everything and everyone was drawn to him like the whirlpool in the sink. It’s so easy to be modest when you can count on everyone else to praise you. The guy was eating it up inside, I could tell.

“So the Army lets you out every once in a while to do a meet?”

“No, actually I ride for the Defence Force. We have a team.”

“A great team,”  Em added instantly. “They take first or second almost everywhere.”

“I’m not so sure this year.”

“Oh there are always problems at the beginning—they’ll get sorted out.” This was Emily, supportive and positive as always. To him just as she’d always been to me.

“Do you ride?” he asked.

“The last time I rode a horse, I was pretending to be Roy Rogers.” This raised not a glimmer. Either ol’ Roy’s reruns didn’t make it over here or Malcolm had no sense of humor—or maybe he was too young to know who Roy was. It was possible, now that I was paying attention, that he was a few years younger than us. None of this helped my mood any.

He turned to the ring—which meant that every eye in the place turned there as well. It’s a wonder the poor kid on horseback didn’t get knocked out of the saddle by the sudden shift in attention.  “See anything worthwhile?” Malcolm asked.

“There’s a really nice grey—they just took him out of here,” Emily answered. “Good jumps, turns well. Looks like he’ll take some riding—“

“Don’t they all?” Malcolm finished, mostly for my benefit. The whole dynamic had morphed in thirty seconds. Now I was the outsider in their world. “Intelligent but stubborn creatures.”

“Oh God are they ever,” moaned Em. 

“Let’s have a look at him,” Malcolm said, motioning Emily to lead the way. 

It had been dripping rain on and off. Nonetheless, the courtyard was crammed with people and horses moving between the jumps and the auction house. People circulated in clumps, some groups surely just ogling—all these people couldn’t have serious horse-buying money—while others might as well have been discussing soy beans or oil drilling prospects.

 The crowd parted magically for Malcolm and Emily, but it was thick going anyway because there was always someone who wanted to shake hands with Colonel Lowell or offer a good horse or a supposedly valuable piece of investment advice. I saw him place at least four business cards in his jacket pocket by the time we’d crossed the yard.

The auction house itself was way too small to be the center of all this activity. Surrounded by the busy expanse of tracks and stables and car park, it was almost shockingly modest and utilitarian, like a grapefruit in the center of a Thanksgiving table. Even from the five or six rows of bleacher seats around the far walls, you could make out the eye color and condition of the horse’s legs as they were led one by one round the center ring. And there were more people in the walkway surrounding the ring—where you could feel the animals breathe—than in the bleachers. 

Across a vented divider was a pub (naturally) packed with onlookers throwing down a pint or two—and bidding! The pub groups were raucous but only a few of them seemed really serious about buying anything. 

The auctioneer stood at a raised dais above the ring. Without the loud haranguing I expected from movies and commercials, he simply announced the horse, the sire and breeding farm as each animal was led around and then began to take bids. A board on the wall behind him showed the changing tally in Euros, Dollars and Pounds Sterling. As we entered, a horse went for €5500—“About $7000,” Emily said. 

“And only 15 hands,” Malcolm commented. 

“Mmm,” Emily murmured. “That’s a good price. Who bought him?”

“Don’t know them,” he answered, pointing to a burly black-haired group in the pub. “They must be Americans,” he slurred and the two of them giggled. 

“Anyone pays too much around here, the Irish assume it’s a foreigner.” 

“As though we never overpay for anything.”

“There’s a point there,” Emily said. “The Irish don’t throw money around. And you know your horses.”

“And then there’s William,” Malcolm replied and they both burst out laughing. Emily waved a hand in my direction saying, “It’s too long to explain.” 

I nodded vaguely and tried to smile. It’s not as though Malcolm was doing anything overt, of course—he was just casually discussing horses, which coincidentally happened to be the most important thing in Emily’s life. I wondered if Malcolm knew I had no horse background. Then I remembered I’d told him myself. 

The grey was led into the ring. “Oh he is very good,” Malcolm breathed. “Look at the hindquarters,” Emily said, without a hint of humor. Appraising looks and meaningful nods passed between them.  The horse was led round the ring twice in preparation for the bidding.

Emily was practically melting in place staring at the grey. I hadn’t seen this level of emotion in her since freshman year at Sarah Lawrence but since arriving in Ireland, I’d seen it repeatedly for two days. She was too old to fold up—the frustration of wanting something you can’t have certainly isn’t new at our age—but desire was written all over her face.

“You know them?” Malcolm asked, indicating the owners. 

“I’ve met them.”

 “What do they say about him?” 

She threw her hands up. “I haven’t talked to them in months. I haven’t got money to buy anything. You know I’ve got to sell one of the ones I already have.” 

Malcolm threw her a heavy-lidded look. “You can’t part with them,” he said, bemused. His voice struck a deep note. “You have such a relationship with animals. There’s a real attachment...in both directions.” 

There was something striking here in this man among men, Hi-ho Silver on the hillside, going to mush over Emily and her horses. He didn’t understand as I did that Emily’s attachment to animals was the only affection in which she felt truly comfortable. 

“I wonder,” he said after a silent moment, “whether you would do better if the horse wasn’t entirely yours?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if we went partners?” he said. “I put up the price, you train him. I’d be willing. But it’d be no good if you couldn’t sell him.” He looked her squarely in the eye. “The question is whether you can be detached, whether you can appreciate the temporal value in things.”

Emily’s eyebrow hooked like a question mark. “As opposed to?”

“Life is change. I’m talking about taking satisfaction as it comes, instead of insisting on some endless attachment, all or nothing,” Malcolm said and it sure didn’t sound like he was talking horses. Emily’s eyes lit up. 

“I’ll have to think about that,” she said, beaming. 

What the hell was I, invisible? Where did this two-bit local celebrity come off trying to heist my girl right in front of my face? Okay, maybe she wasn’t really my girl—but he didn’t know that. This was an utter lack of respect. Emily had chosen me as her beard. It wasn’t a position I wanted but it was a position. She’d flown me across the Atlantic and dragged me around town to display to the miners and their wives. I’d done my bit for society. I wasn’t sure exactly how much respect a beard was entitled to but surely it was more than this. 

What I really didn’t like was the feeling that Malcolm knew she wasn’t my girl. Could that be? How come he hadn’t heard so much about me? Why had she built me up to everyone except the actual competition? Or was this why I’d been brought here, to provoke Malcolm, to make him jealous? 

Em hadn’t agreed to his proposition yet but Malcolm was already bidding. This was a clever game. Even if she didn’t openly agree to his terms, how could she resist once he had the horse? It was a pretty horse. At least it was a pretty color—that’s all I knew about horses, other than you should look at the teeth and I still had no idea why.

Things quickly spun into a bidding war. The raucous pub groups bid lustily, cheering each back-and-forth. A squat couple on the other side of the ring and four Calvinist accountants in the bottom bleachers made restrained bids, as though juggling Renoirs at Sotheby’s. But all eyes, of course, were on the estimable Colonel Lowell of the Irish Defence Force, worldwide peacekeeper, fabled horseman, signaling his bids with an elegant turn of the wrist—and, irresistibly, inevitably, on the lovely blonde woman now grafted to his side, the woman alight with the incandescence of all that attention. There was such a look on Em’s face, such a torrent of conflicting emotions, during the contest. It was as though they were bidding for her. 

