Prolog

---------------

*************

“MARCUS,” his mother called from inside the house, "don't get in Robert's way.  Be careful.  That stallion would love to tramp you in the dirt.  You hear me?"  She followed him onto the small front porch. 

"Okay, Mom.  I gotta go.  Robert’s waitin’."  He broke into a trot.  The graveled lane curved gently toward a large barn and stables, meandered through rolling hills of pasture and paddock framed in dark wooden slat fences.  Verdant fields on each side were peppered with grazing red and brown horses, their white ankles occasionally flashing through the grass tops.  

As Marcus approached the buildings, Robert Macklin stepped from the supply room with a forty-foot braided hemp lunge line, a heavy brass snap attached to its end, sparkling new and bright.  The big black man smiled at the boy, saying, "I thought you was gonna sleep all mornin', Mr. Marcus."

Embarrassed, Marcus said, "My Mom didn't wake me up, Robert.  What you doin'?"  As if he didn't know.  The rope was a dead give-away.

"Well, Mr. Marcus, old Star Strutter P needs his exercise just like every other mornin’.  You get over there on th' fence and I'll bring him out.  Keep an eye out, now."  

The name, ‘Star Strutter P,’ had sounded strange at first, but Robert had explained, “Been Star Strutters on this place since I ‘member.  Next be ‘Star Strutter Q.’  Mostly, just call ‘em ‘Star,’ anyhow.” 

Robert turned into the darkness of the stable aisle and disappeared as Marcus raced for the top rail of the corral.  The structure was some fifty feet in diameter, with sturdy posts and two by eight board fencing around it.  It had a heavy red cedar post planted in its center, like the axle on a big wheel.  

Marcus knew what 'keep an eye out' meant.  The big stallion was, as Robert often said, “a mean sonabitch.”  If he got an opportunity he'd bite or kick you just for the fun of it.  But mostly he liked to paw with those lightning quick front feet.  He could “splatter a man's skull with one swipe, like hittin' a watermelon with a baseball bat." 

Robert was the only man on the ranch who could handle the big chestnut.  The hired help were scared out of their wits when they had to feed him.  To open the top part of the split stall door was to invite an attack from the bared yellow teeth, with squeals and screams from hell and a thunderous slam into the door.  They were distrustful that the heavy beams and hardware would hold the monster in place, preferring to throw chunks of hay through the door from a distance.

When Star’s exercise period began, the men were quick to start their cleaning chores in the brown devil’s stall, but uneasy, fearing that the horse would be brought back unexpectedly and a hapless stable-boy would be trapped.  The fact that Robert wouldn't let that happen didn't keep their wide eyes from showing brightly as they glanced at the doorway between shovelfuls.

Marcus always watched in awe when there was action with Star Strutter P.  This morning was indeed, no different.  He could hear from down the aisle a squealing and shuffling, the ever present struggle between this man and this beast.  

Soon they emerged from the gloom.  As he knew it would be, the man did not lead the horse.  Rather, the two came out sideways, antagonists facing each other.  The brown shuffled crab-like, looking alternately for objects of interest in the outside world and an opportunity to strike at the man fettering his freedom, yet feeling the strength of the great arm.  The black man played the compressed energy of the stallion's aggression, maneuvered quietly, firmly.  The two moved into the corral, an odd couple caught up in a crazy do-se-do.

Marcus watched the show, expecting almost anything.  The stallion whinnied again and again, ears pricked as sharp as points on a star, blazes of white hair standing stark and bright on his forehead and chest.  He pulled at the halter with his chin and pushed with his nose, fought for slack against Robert's iron grip, all the while his glistening black eyes searched the area for mares needing his attention.

Robert loosened his grip and stepped away, carefully playing out rope for enough separation to snap its end at at the horse’s flank.  Star flinched, broke wind loudly, then bucked and kicked backwards, flying heels missing Robert by a wide mark.  Tail high and waving proudly, he broke into a full gallop around the ring, sending Marcus scurrying to the safe side of the heavy boards.  The glistening coat shimmered over sharply defined muscles that bunched and flowed and moved his thirteen hundred pounds around the ring with an easy grace.  

Robert held the rope tightly and walked around with his back to the post, vigilant that the stallion's head continue pointing in a forward direction, watching for signs that would telegraph an intent to break away and leap the fence, or circle in and attack.  

After five minutes of all-out running, the brown became darker, almost black, with white flecks of lather leeching from the hair on his chest like flecks of soapsuds.  He began to slow and dropped into an easy canter.  After another few minutes, he settled into a fast-paced shuffle.  

Marcus marveled how these horses did that--what they called a ‘running-walk.’  It was a thing of beauty.  They obviously worked hard, yet their back appeared to be completely stable, gliding without a bobble.  He often rode some of the more gentle stock.  The feeling of sitting in an easy chair while moving along at that fast pace was always a thrill.  

And Star could ‘running-walk’ the best.  Someone had said you could put an egg in the slight depression in the middle of his back and it would stay in place while he was shuffling around the ring at ten miles an hour.  Since Robert was the only one around who could get that close, Marcus didn’t think it would happen.  Robert didn’t go for such foolishness. 

Star maintained his pace for several minutes, then dropped into a slower shuffle, holding for another twenty minutes before slowing to an actual walk.  He stopped and Robert flipped the end of the rope to start him moving again.  The sharp pointed ears and flaring nostrils still checked every object in sight.  The whinnying started again.  

Robert laughed and asked the horse, "You 'bout worked down yet, Mr. Star?  You need to cool down.  Longer you walk better it is for everybody.  We got a special lady friend comin' to see you today.  I imagine you'll be gettin’ pretty excited about that.  She’ll be here in a little while.  You just keep on a walkin'.  Maybe you’ll be a little quieter, you do that a while more."  

A few minutes later Robert carefully led the horse back toward the stable.  Marcus climbed over the fence and hurried through the gate after the procession.  Looking past the pair, he could see the frantic scurrying of the stable-boys in the darkened aisle.  When Star's door had been securely closed he asked,  “Which mare’s coming over, Robert?”

"Mr. Grovener told this man he could bring his mare over here for breedin’.  I think Mr. Star's about got all he needs, but Mr. Grovener says its part of a deal.  Hope she ain't got one of them diseases been goin' round with horses.  You can't never tell."  He shook his head slowly and finished coiling the rope.  

Marcus had been spending a lot of time with Robert since school let out for the summer.  Robert fascinated him, the man ran the ranch in his own broad-shouldered way, supervised seven hired hands in their day to day work.  When Robert gave an order, or more often, made a suggestion, it was law on the ranch.  

Mr. Grovener’s time was largely taken with his law business and he gave Robert a near free hand to manage the forty-five horse Tennessee Walker herd on the Stoney Hill Farms ranch.  Robert raised the grain, grass, and hay, tended breeding and foaling, and did most of the doctoring.  The often-absent owner sometimes suggested that certain mares be bred or not bred and that certain colts be sold or not sold, but these were rare occasions.  

Robert turned out healthy foals that trained easily and supplied the gentry of the area with well-mannered, smooth-gaited saddle mounts.  There were many ranches breeding Thoroughbreds in Virginia, but very few raised Tennessee Walking Horses.  A Grovener Walking Horse brought a healthy price.  And a big part of this formula for success involved Mr. Grovener's prized stallion, Star Strutter P.  His foals came into the world knowing how to do the ‘walk.’  They were naturals.

Robert said to Marcus, "You wanna help me clean up the tack room 'til she gets here?"  

Marcus eagerly strode into the room at the near end of the stables and began tidying up, hanging bridles and putting the saddles in a row on the racks.  They had almost finished when a vehicle horn sounded and brought them back outside.  

A blue pickup truck had stopped beyond the corral and two dungaree clad men in straw cowboy hats busied themselves at the back of a one-horse trailer.  They began backing a roan mare down the inclined tailgate as Robert and Marcus arrived.  The mare was a beauty, with blue dappling around her shoulders and withers that blended into strawberry color on her hips and flanks and down her rear legs.

Robert lifted his hand in greeting.  "How y'all doin', Mr. Jake, Mr. Willie?  Y'all sure she's in heat?  Can't hardly afford to get th' stud out th' barn unless she is, you know.  He'd be somethin' awful, she wasn't in heat."

"Hi Robert.  Yeah, she's got the hots, all right.  Wants to mount everything on the farm."  This information came from the lanky Jake.

"Okay, let's take her around to th' pit."  Robert led off for the corner of the barn.  

Jake and Willie pulled at the halter rope of the mare, one on each side.  Marcus followed at a close distance, showing respect for the strawberry heels.  He couldn’t be certain that an otherwise gentle horse wouldn’t kick, especially under the emotional strain of this situation.  

At the back of the barn Robert stopped at a heavy boarded enclosure only large enough to fit one horse inside.  It had separations between the boards, and was only three feet high.  He motioned Jake to back the mare into the six inch depression within the structure.  She was balky and uncomfortable with the arrangement, but finally submitted to the unrelenting pressure on the halter.  Robert dropped a board into slots to keep her from moving forward. 

He had explained that when you were breeding horses, the stud would be in a vulnerable position.  The mare could break his back legs if she landed a kick just right, and you couldn't take that chance with such an expensive animal.  The pit helped make her less of a threat if she wasn't exactly happy with the wedding.

Robert said, "Y'all might want to move back a little when I bring Mr. Star around to meet the missus."

Marcus had seen this operation several times before.  The inevitable squeals and thumping of Star's prancing feet were heard before the two antagonists appeared at the corner of the barn.  As usual, Star was sideways and extremely impatient with Robert's pace.  

The mare and Star whinnied back and forth.  The stallion had been the main performer in this operation many times and he was well aware of his star status.  The man and horse traversed several wobbly circles before they arrived at the side of the pit.  

The whinnying and blowing continued, then changed to squealing and dancing.  Star bit the mare on the neck and she squatted, urinated and squealed excitedly.

"She’s ready, all right."  Robert pulled the anxious stud to the back of the pit.  Marcus could see that the brown horse was ready.  His rigid penis swayed to and fro, a real Louisville Slugger, as he mounted the mare, a bit too excited to find his target without help.  Robert darted under the flailing hooves to provide guidance, then did his own backward dance to avoid the stallion's forward progress and bouncing rear feet.  

A few lunges later, the high pitched noise subsided into contented grunts from the stallion and ebbing squeals from the mare, the trailing off of an extremely noisy affair.  Star rested briefly on her back, then dismounted, penis mushroom-shaped and oozing fluid as it shriveled and withdrew slowly into its sheath.

"Okay, she’s bred,"  Robert pulled at the halter rope to lead Star to the barn.  It was best to get him back to the safety of the stable before the animal regained his vigor and aggressiveness.  He took several steps with the balky horse, then looked back to the mare.  "Y'all can get her loaded --"  

Before thought could bring action, Star attacked, his yellow teeth meeting through the big triceps of Robert’s right arm.  They crunched and slipped off the bone as if the horse had taken a bite from an apple.  Robert’s breath exhaled in a sharp sound and he switched hands on the rope.  He fought hard to reign in the renegade, his feet leaving the ground as the horse reared, trying to paw.  

Jake and Willie both started toward the fight, but the foreman regained control.  "Y'all stay back.  You just make him worse.  I got this old horse.  We goin' to th' barn, he wants to or not."  

Star wanted to stay with the mare, but finally moved along at Robert’s stubborn insistence.  Marcus followed helplessly at a safe distance, watchful that the stallion didn't get loose.  He eyed the distance to the corral fence as he followed on what seemed the longest trip the dueling couple had ever taken, but when they were out of sight of the mare the stallion calmed slightly and the two made better time.  

As Marcus rounded the corner and peered down the stable aisle Robert was trying to fasten the bottom door.  Each time he tried to move the latch with his left hand the horse lunged his head over the door and bit at him.  He was forced to use his good hand to fend off the horse.

Marcus yelled, "I'll put the latch in, you watch him!"  He grabbed the metal pin and shoved it into the spring latch, then ducked as the teeth snapped vigorously at him.  Robert fell away and Marcus grabbed the top door and swung it closed.  Before he could get the pin in its latch, Star shoved the door back open with his nose.  Marcus ducked back and swung the door closed again as Willie arrived and pushed the pin in place.  

Marcus turned and winced at the sight of Robert’s arm.  Edges of black skin contrasted sharply against raw red muscle and tendon tissue.  A great flap of red flesh dangled below his elbow, bloody streams ran down his arm and fingers.  

Jake quickly ripped off the remainder of the torn sleeve, then pulled long strips from the shirt tail.  He pushed the meaty flap into place and knotted the strips around the mangled arm, making both a sling and a tourniquet.  He and Willie pulled Robert to his feet.

Willie said, “Let’s get him to the truck.  Quick!  He’s losin’ a lot of blood.”  They put him in the front seat then unhitched the trailer and Jake slid under the wheel.  Willie and Marcus leaped over the tailgate into the back as the pickup lurched up the dirt lane toward the highway, its gate swinging wildly.  Willie pulled it closed and latched it. 

The lone figure of the docile roan mare made a pretty picture standing at the side of the corral, but as Marcus looked through the dust at the diminishing barn and stables there was only the great red flap of muscle and his friend's tight-faced grimace.  The pain must be awful.  Robert might never use his arm again.

-----------------------------------------------

Marcus looked up from his seat in the waiting room to see a man in a blood-stained white uniform approaching.  "I'm Dr. Longley.  Are you with Mr. Macklin?"  He stared blankly at the doctor, then startled as he realized that ‘Mr. Macklin’ was Robert.

"Is he all right? Is he going to be all right?”

"I believe so.  We'll need to keep him in the hospital for at least over night.  There could be an infection.  He’s sedated now.  You say a horse bit him?”  

“Yes, sir.”

“That was one hell of a bite.  I had to get Dr. Spaeline to put the triceps ligaments back in place.  Is anyone else with you?"

"No sir, the other men went back to the ranch to get their horse.  Somebody will be here in a little while.  Can I see Robert?"

He motioned for Marcus to follow him as he led through the swinging doors back into the emergency room.  It smelled strongly of disinfectant.  He pulled a row of white curtains aside.  “I’ll be out in the bay if you need me.” 

Marcus stepped to the bed and Robert's eyes fluttered open.  "Robert, you okay?  How you feel?"

Robert swallowed and spoke in slow motion, "Hurt like hell, boy, but not so much now."  His eyes rolled.  He breathed deeply, then focused sharply.  "Oh, Lordy!  Who's gonna take care of that old brown horse now--now I ain't gonna be there a while?"  He pressed his lips tightly then rested his eyes on Marcus.  "You see to it the men keep waterin’ and feedin’ him, okay?  He don't have to have no exercise a couple a days.  You tell 'em just keep on doin' what they supposed to be doin'.  I'll be there before things get too far gone."  

He paused.  "What I’m gonna tell Mr. Grovener?  Lordy.  He’s been tellin' me about that horse.  Mean sonabitch.  I wouldn't listen, though."  He slowly blinked his eyes.  "What’s gonna happen now?  Oh, Lordy."  

His eyes closed again and soon his breathing was deep and measured.  Marcus knew Robert couldn't help what happens now.  He stayed until the doctor returned, then left the cubicle, tears on his cheeks.

-----------------------------------------------

The harness the man pulled from the back of the truck didn't look like any Marcus had ever seen on the ranch.  It was heavy with oversized rings and snaps and triple thick leather, triple and quadruple sewed with heavy cord-like thread.

Robert was back on his feet, his bandaged right arm straight down, fastened with a splint to keep him from bending his elbow, keeping the tendons in the back of his arm in position to knit.  He awkwardly helped the man with his left hand, calling him "Mr. Thornton.”  There were two other men with him, Mr. Jim and Mr. Allan.  They pulled the harness from the truck and laid it out in the corral.  Then all four of the men went into the stables and brought a neighing, prancing and squealing Star Strutter P into the corral.  Mr. Thornton held the lead rope and his two men walked on either side of the horse at a safe distance.  Robert walked along a few steps behind.  

Marcus was already in position, high on the fence, ready to bolt backwards or sit tight and watch.

After a few minutes of struggling and fighting, Star calmed a bit and stood amid the harness, shying at it, blowing heavily, pawing at the leather.  This behavior didn't seem to bother the strangers.  They just continued working with him and the straps.  Soon they had the collar part of it over his head and a thick band around his chest.  He bucked and pawed when they tightened the chest band, but they soon had him under control again.  

Jim, obviously the leader of the pair, deftly looped a pair of heavy belts around the horse’s back feet.  Thick straps were then pulled through steel rings on the collar and back toward his heels again.  More loops were placed on his front feet and hooked to the collar, like a draft horse being hitched to pull a load, only the load would be his own back feet.

Jim and Allan each took positions on either side of Star.  "Ready?" Mr. Thornton asked, all business.  Both the other men nodded.  "Okay, go!"

The two men pulled on the straps as they ran to the back of the horse while Mr. Thornton made Star back up.  He tried to paw at Mr. Thornton but the man saw it coming and nimbly side-stepped.  The swishing hoof and flailing straps passed harmlessly in the air.  

Star had no direction to go but backwards and each step he took shortened the length of the loops holding his back feet.  Soon he had nowhere to go but down.  He sat, then rolled on his side as the straps on his front feet were tightened and buckled to the collar.  Then Jim pushed the horse’s head to the ground with great effort and kneeled on it, careful to keep his hands and other body parts away from the strong teeth.  

Star lay still.  There was nothing else he could do.  He was trussed with his front feet attached to the bottom of the heavy collar, hind feet almost behind his ears.

Mr. Thornton retrieved a canvas and leather bag from the side of the corral and calmly squatted behind the immobilized animal.  Marcus slid off the fence and walked closer.  Robert stood to the side, a grim look on his face.  

The horse shuddered when Mr. Thornton swabbed disinfectant over the dark skin covering his tennis ball-sized testicles.  He swabbed the scalpel and wiped it dry with a piece of cotton batting before gripping one of the gonads and deftly slicing its length.  

A grunt and shudder went through the big animal as pink and white flesh fairly jumped out of the incision in the splayed organ.  Mr. Thornton pulled and scraped at the connective tissue around the thick white-pink string that emerged from Star's abdomen.  Another shudder and groan went through the horse.

Marcus vaguely knew what was happening to Star.  Robert had explained that the horse was an outlaw, and that he, Robert, had suspected for some time that it was coming to this.  He would have to be either castrated or killed.  He was a horse that couldn't live and get along with anybody.  By removing his "balls,” Robert had said, he would be able to live a useful life as a saddle horse.  They would keep a couple of his male offspring for breeding.  Hopefully they wouldn't be as unmanageable as their father had been.

Now, standing beside Robert, Marcus winced. "Isn't he in mortal pain?"  He had read recently about someone having mortal pain.  

"I don't think so.  Mr. Thornton says its excruciating.  I don't know how he knows.”

As they watched, the second organ with its eighteen inch long string was pitched to the dirt.  Mr. Thornton pulled another bottle from his pack and began painting the wound.  

"What's that?" 

"Pine tar, I reckon.  Keeps flies from layin' eggs in th’ sore and keeps him from gettin' infected."

"We're done here," Mr. Thornton announced.  "Let's get him up."  He wiped his equipment with an alcohol swab and returned it to the bag, then set the bag back against the corral fence.

He and Allan began unraveling the harness and loosening the straps while Jim still held Star's head down.  When they were almost finished, Jim stepped away and Star sprang to his feet, shuddering and shaking briskly.  Dirt fell from his sides and a cloud of dust drifted away.  

Jim held a close rein on him as the men pulled the collar over his head.  He stepped away from the harness and Robert and the three men led him back toward the stable.  He squirmed and side-stepped a bit but he didn't neigh and squeal.  It was obvious that the brown hellion was hurting.  

-----------------------------------------------

Rolling hills with patchwork green pastures fell away to all sides as Marcus gazed at the trail over the twin brown star points of the gelding’s ears, reveling in the easy gait held for mile after pleasurable mile.  He marveled again at the stamina and spirit of the big horse.  

Their rapid pace quickly drew them closer to the barns.  It was Marcus’s fourteenth birthday and he needed to return to the house early.  He had promised his mother he would be home at noon.  There was an especially bright sparkle in her eyes that said a surprise would be waiting for him.  Maybe a cake.

Robert stood next to the corral, watching him.  As the distance closed, the foreman’s dark, gentle features came into focus, a broad smile on a cheeky face as he looped and coiled a long rope from one hand to the other.

Marcus 'whoaed' Star to a stop and dismounted.  The sweating horse blew and snorted, then nuzzled the great arm of the foreman.  

"Oh, you want a treat, now, huh?"  Robert took sugar from his shirt pocket and held it in the flat of his palm.  The white cubes disappeared between amazingly prehensile lips.  The happy sound of crunching was drowned by the big man's laugh as he nodded at the horse, reached out and rubbed the velvety nose lightly and fondly.  

"You old brown horse.  I guess all is forgiven.  Mr. Grovener says it’s just a matter of hormones.  Well I guess it is, you old brown horse, you.  Just a matter of hormones."  He laughed again, a deep-throated, happy sound.

