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Dedicated to

Mr. Tommy Lee Jones, Huntsman

Casanova Hunt, Casanova, Virginia

Mr. Chris Ryan, MFH, Huntsman

Scarteen Hounds

Limerick, Ireland

Gentlemen, you asked for it



CAST OF CHARACTERS

THE HUMANS

Jane Arnold, Sister, is master of foxhounds of the Jefferson Hunt Club in central Virginia. She loves her hounds, her horses, and her house pets. Occasionally, she finds humans lovable, too. Strong, healthy, vibrant at seventy-three, she’s proof of the benefits of the outdoor life.

Shaker Crown is the huntsman. He’s acquired the discipline of holding his tongue and his temper—most times. He’s wonderful with hounds. In his early forties, he’s finding his way back to love with Lorraine Rasmussen.

Gray Lorillard, a now-retired high-powered accountant is in his late sixties, and is in love with Sister Jane.

Crawford Howard, a self-made man, moved to Virginia from Indiana. He’s egotistical, ambitious, and thinks he knows more than he does about foxhunting. But he’s also generous, intelligent, and fond of young people. His great disappointment is not being a father but he never speaks of this, especially to his wife, Marty.

 Charlotte Norton is the young headmistress of Custis Hall, a prestigious prep school for young ladies.

Anne Harris, Tootie, is one of the brightest students Charlotte Norton has ever known. Taciturn, observant, yet capable of delivering a stinging barb, this senior shines with promise. She’s beautiful, petite, African-American, and a strong rider. The fall will be her first year at Princeton. She’d rather stay at the kennels and work with hounds.

Valentina Smith is the class president. Blonde, tall, lean, and drop-dead gorgeous, the kid is a natural politician. She and Tootie clash at times, but they are friends. She loves foxhunting. Unlike Tootie, she can’t wait to get to Princeton. Her ambitions need a wider scope.

Felicity Porter seems overshadowed by Tootie and Val but she is highly intelligent and has a sturdy self-regard. She’s the kind of person who is quietly competent. She, too, is a good rider. She’s in the last trimester of her pregnancy, will marry Howie Lindquist soon, and almost wishes she were going to Princeton also. Once the baby is born, she’ll go to night school. Every bit as brilliant as Tootie and Val, her life is taking a dramatically different course.

Pamela Rene seems burdened by being African-American whereas for Tootie it’s a given. Pamela can’t stand Val and feels tremendously competitive with Tootie, whom she accuses of being an Oreo cookie. Her family substituted money for love, which makes Pamela poor. Underneath it all, she’s basically a good person, but that can be hard to appreciate.

Betty Franklin is the long-serving honorary whipper-in at JHC. Her judgment, way with hounds, knowledge of territory, and ability to ride make her a standout. Many is the huntsman who would kill to have Betty Franklin whip in to him or her. She’s in her mid-forties, a mother, happily married to Bobby, and a dear, dear friend to Sister.

Walter Lungrun, M.D., joint master of foxhounds, has held this position for over a year. He’s learning all he can. He adores Sister, and the feeling is mutual. Their only complaint is there’s so much work to do they rarely have time for a good talk. Walter is in his late thirties. He is the result of an affair that Raymond Arnold, Sr., Jane’s husband, had with Walter’s mother. Mr. Lun-grunnever knew—or pretended he didn’t—and Sister didn’t know until a year ago.

Hope Rogers is a highly respected equine veterinarian who takes care of Sister’s horses.

Edward Bancroft, in his seventies, head of the Bancroft family, used to run a large corporation founded by his family in the mid-nineteenth century. His wife, Tedi, is one of Sister’s oldest friends. Tedi rides splendid Thoroughbreds and is always impeccably turned out, as is her surviving daughter, Sybil Fawkes, who is in her second year as an honorary whipper-in. The Bancrofts are true givers in terms of money, time, and genuine caring.

Ben Sidell has been sheriff of the county for three years. Since he was hired from Ohio, he sometimes needs help in the labyrinthine ways of the South. He relies on Sister’s knowledge and discretion.

Kasmir Barbhaiya is in his mid-forties, widowed, and a college classmate of High Vajay. He falls in love with Virginia while visiting High and Mandy. Eventually he will fall in love again guided by his deceased wife’s spirit, but not in this book. He has made over a billion dollars in pharmaceuticals but would give it all up if he could bring his wife back. He keeps this to himself and is fantastically generous.

Judge Barry Baker is retired from the Virginia Supreme Court. He keeps his house in Richmond but rents a dependency at Skidby, a big estate. This delights Sister, as Barry and his late wife were friends of her and her late husband, Ray. He’s charming and highly principled in his fashion.

Mo Schneider rubs everyone the wrong way. A string of ex-wives loathe him. Although a master, other foxhunters recoil from him. He’s loaded and buys whatever he wants, but he can’t buy a good reputation.

Francis Albert (Fonz) Riley bears his nickname with aplomb. Like the TV character, he was once rebellious, far more rebellious. Drink nearly killed him. Thanks to Barry Baker, he pulled himself together. He works for Mo and endures the man.

Grant Fuller expanded the family feed store into a large regional pet food business. He’s warm, observant, and gregarious. Unlike Mo, most everyone likes Grant.

Jane Winegardner, MFH of Woodford Hunt in Lexington, Kentucky, is a real person. There doesn’t seem to be anything she can’t do unless it’s to be ugly to horse, hound, or human. She’s tight in the tack, too. Because Sister’s name is Jane, I had to invent a nickname for this other Jane, so O.J. it is. If people start calling her that I hope she doesn’t shoot me. Like Sister, Jane is a credit to our sport.

Dr. and Mrs. Mitchell Fisher bought Skidby, a huge estate in Sister’s western territory. Mitch and Lutrell are popular members of the club, although he can veer toward arrogance.



THE AMERICAN FOXHOUNDS

Sister and Shaker have carefully bred a balanced pack. The American foxhound blends English, French, and Irish blood, the first identifiable pack being brought here in 1650 by Robert de la Brooke of Maryland. Individual hounds had been shipped over earlier, but Brooke brought an entire pack. In 1785, General Lafayette sent his mentor and hero, George Washington, a pack of French hounds whose voices were said to sound like the bells of Moscow.

Whatever the strain, the American foxhound is highly intelligent and beautifully built, with strong sloping shoulders, powerful hips and thighs, and a nice tight foot. The whole aspect of the hound in motion is one of grace and power in the effortless covering of ground. The American hound is racier than the English hound and stands perhaps two feet at the shoulder, although size is not nearly as important as nose, drive, cry, and biddability. It is sensitive and extremely loving and has eyes that range from softest brown to gold to sky-blue. While one doesn’t often see the sky-blue eye, there is a line that contains it. The hound lives to please its master and to chase foxes.

Cora is the strike hound, which means she often finds the scent first. She’s the dominant female in the pack and is in her sixth season.

Asa is in his seventh season and is invaluable in teaching the younger hounds.

Diana is the anchor hound, and she’s in her fourth season. All the other hounds trust her, and if they need direction she’ll give it.

Dragon is her littermate. He possesses tremendous drive and a fabulous nose, but he’s arrogant. He wants to be the strike hound. Cora hates him.

Dasher is also Diana and Dragon’s littermate. He lacks his brother’s brilliance, but he’s steady and smart. A hound’s name usually begins with the first letter of his mother’s name, so the D hounds are out of Delia.

Giorgio is a young entry and just about the perfect example of what a male American foxhound should be. He is stolen from the Mid-America Hound Show and Sister is frantic, although she hides her emotions.

THE HORSES

Sister’s horses are Keepsake, a Thoroughbred/quarter-horse cross (written TB/QH by horsemen), an intelligent gelding of eight years; Lafayette, a gray TB, eleven now, fabulously athletic and talented, who wants to go; Rickyroo, a seven-year-old TB gelding who shows great promise; Aztec, a six-year-old gelding TB, also very athletic, with great stamina and a good mind; and Matador, a gray TB, six years old, sixteen hands, a former steeplechaser.

Shaker’s horses come from the steeplechase circuit, so all are TBs. Showboat, HoJo, Gunpowder, and Kilowatt can all jump the moon, as you might expect.

Betty’s two horses are Outlaw, a tough QH who has seen it all and can do it all, and Magellan, a TB given to her by Sorrel Buruss, a bigger and rangier horse than Betty was accustomed to riding, but she’s now used to him.

Kilowatt is a superb jumper, bought for the huntsman by Kasmir Barbhaiya.

Nonni, tried and true, takes care of the sheriff.

THE FOXES

The reds can reach a height of sixteen inches and a length of forty-one inches, and they can weigh up to fifteen pounds. Obviously, since these are wild animals who do not willingly come forth to be measured and weighed, there’s more variation than the standard just cited. Target; his spouse, Charlene; and his Aunt Netty and Uncle Yancy are the reds. They can be haughty. A red fox has a white tip on its luxurious brush, except for Aunt Netty, who has a wisp of a white tip for her brush is tatty.

The grays may reach fifteen inches in height and forty-four inches in length and may weigh up to fourteen pounds. The common wisdom is that grays are smaller than reds, but there are some big ones out there. Sometimes people call them slab-sided grays, because they can be reddish. They do not have a white tip on their tail but they may have a black one, as well as a black-tipped mane. Some grays are so dark as to be black.

The grays are Comet, Inky, and Georgia. Their dens are a bit more modest than those of the red foxes who like to announce their abodes with a prominent pile of dirt and bones outside. Perhaps not all grays are modest nor all reds full of themselves, but as a rule of thumb it’s so.

THE BIRDS

Athena is a great horned owl. This type of owl can stand two feet and a half in height with a wingspread of four feet and can weigh up to five pounds.

Bitsy is a screech owl. She is eight and a half inches high with a twenty-inch wingspread. She weighs a whopping six ounces and she’s reddish brown. Her considerable lungs make up for her small stature.

St. Just, a crow, is a foot and a half in height, his wingspread is a surprising three feet, and he weighs one pound.

THE HOUSE PETS

Raleigh is a Doberman who likes to be with Sister.

Rooster is a harrier, willed to Sister by an old lover, Peter Wheeler.

Golliwog, or Golly, is a large calico cat and would hate being included with the dogs as a pet. She is the Queen of All She Surveys.



SOME USEFUL TERMS
 
Away. fox has gone away when he has left the covert. Hounds are away when they have left the covert on the line of the fox.

Brush. The fox’s tail.

Burning scent. Scent so strong or hot that hounds pursue the line without hesitation.

Bye day. A day not regularly on the fixture card.

Cap. The fee nonmembers pay to hunt for that day’s sport.

Carry a good head. When hounds run well together to a good scent, a scent spread wide enough for the whole pack to feel it.

Carry a line. When hounds follow the scent. This is also called working a line.

Cast. Hounds spread out in search of scent. They may cast themselves or be cast by the huntsman.

Charlie. A term for a fox. A fox may also be called Reynard.

Check. When hounds lose the scent and stop. The field must wait quietly while the hounds search for the scent.

Colors. A distinguishing color, usually worn on the collar but sometimes on the facings of a coat, that identifies a hunt. Colors can be awarded only by the master and can be worn only in the field.

Coop. A jump resembling a chicken coop.

Couple straps. Two-strap hound collars connected by a swivel link. Some members of staff will carry these on the right rear of the saddle. Since the days of the pharaohs in ancient Egypt, hounds have been brought to the meets coupled. Hounds are always spoken of and counted in couples. Today, hounds walk or are driven to the meets. Rarely, if ever, are they coupled, but a whipper-in still carries couple straps should a hound need assistance.

Covert. A patch of woods or bushes where a fox might hide. Pronounced cover.

Cry. How one hound tells another what is happening. The sound will differ according to the various stages of the chase. It’s also called giving tongue and should occur when a hound is working a line.

Cub hunting. The informal hunting of young foxes in the late summer and early fall, before formal hunting. The main purpose is to enter young hounds into the pack. Until recently only the most knowledgeable members were invited to cub hunt, since they would not interfere with young hounds.

Dog fox. The male fox.

Dog hound. The male hound.

Double. A series of short sharp notes blown on the horn to alert all that a fox is afoot. The gone away series of notes is a form of doubling the horn.

Draft. To acquire hounds from another hunt is to accept a draft.

Draw. The plan by which a fox is hunted or searched for in a certain area, such as a covert.

Draw over the fox. Hounds go through a covert where the fox is but cannot pick up his scent. The only creature who understands how this is possible is the fox.

Drive. The desire to push the fox, to get up with the line. It’s a very desirable trait in hounds, so long as they remain obedient.

Dually. A one-ton pickup truck with double wheels in back.

Dwell. To hunt without getting forward. A hound who dwells is a bit of a putterer.

Enter. Hounds are entered into the pack when they first hunt, usually during cubbing season.

Field. The group of people riding to hounds, exclusive of the master and hunt staff.

Field master. The person appointed by the master to control the field. Often it is the master him- or herself.

Fixture. A card sent to all dues-paying members, stating when and where the hounds will meet. A fixture card properly received is an invitation to hunt. This means the card would be mailed or handed to a member by the master.
 
Flea-bitten. A gray horse with spots or ticking which can be black or chestnut.

Gone away. The call on the horn when the fox leaves the covert.

Gone to ground. A fox who has ducked into his den or some other refuge has gone to ground.

Good night. The traditional farewell to the master after the hunt, regardless of the time of day.

Gyp. The female hound.

Hilltopper. A rider who follows the hunt but does not jump. Hilltoppersare also called the second field. The jumpers are called the first flight.

Hoick. The huntsman’s cheer to the hounds. It is derived from the Latin hic haec hoc, which means here.

Hold hard. To stop immediately.

Huntsman. The person in charge of the hounds, in the field and in the kennel.

Kennelman. A hunt staff member who feeds the hounds and cleans the kennels. In wealthy hunts there may be a number of kennelmen. In hunts with a modest budget, the huntsman or even the master cleans the kennels and feeds the hounds.

Lark. To jump fences unnecessarily when hounds aren’t running. Masters frown on this, since it is often an invitation to an accident.

Lieu in. Norman term for go in.

Lift. To take the hounds from a lost scent in the hopes of finding a better scent farther on.

Line. The scent trail of the fox.

Livery. The uniform worn by the professional members of the hunt staff. Usually it is scarlet, but blue, yellow, brown, and gray are also used. The recent dominance of scarlet has to do with people buying coats off the rack as opposed to having tailors cut them. (When anything is mass-produced, the choices usually dwindle, and such is the case with livery.)

Mask. The fox’s head.

Meet. The site where the day’s hunting begins.

MFH. The master of foxhounds; the individual in charge of the hunt: hiring, firing, landowner relations, opening territory (in large hunts this is the job of the hunt secretary), developing the pack of hounds, and determining the first cast of each meet. As in any leadership position, the master is also the lightning rod for criticism. The master may hunt the hounds, although this is usually done by a professional huntsman, who is also responsible for the hounds in the field and at the kennels. A long relationship between a master and a huntsman allows the hunt to develop and grow.

Nose. The scenting ability of a hound.

Override. To press hounds too closely.

Overrun. When hounds shoot past the line of a scent. Often the scent has been diverted or foiled by a clever fox.

Ratcatcher. Informal dress worn during cubbing season and bye days.

Stern. A hound’s tail.

Stiff-necked fox. One who runs in a straight line.

Strike hounds. Those hounds who through keenness, nose, and often higher intelligence find the scent first and press it.

Tail hounds. Those hounds running at the rear of the pack. This is not necessarily because they aren’t keen; they may be older hounds.

Tally-ho. The cheer when the fox is viewed. Derived from the Norman ty a hillaut, thus coming into the English language in 1066.

Tongue. To vocally pursue a fox.

View halloo (halloa). The cry given by a staff member who sees a fox. Staff may also say tally-ho or, should the fox turn back, tally-back. One reason a different cry may be used by staff, especially in territory where the huntsman can’t see the staff, is that the field in their enthusiasm may cheer something other than a fox.

Vixen. The female fox.

Walk. Puppies are walked out in the summer and fall of their first year. It’s part of their education and a delight for both puppies and staff.

Whippers-in. Also called whips, these are the staff members who assist the huntsman, who make sure the hounds “do right.” 



HOUNDED 

TO DEATH



CHAPTER 1

Rose twilight lingered over Shaker Village in central Kentucky, which, this Saturday, May 24, was hosting the Mid America Hound Show.

Jane Arnold, master of Jefferson Hunt Hounds in Virginia, drove alongside dry-laid stone walls, quietly relishing the village’s three thousand well-tended acres of land. It was as if the spirits of the Shakers hovered everywhere. Sister Jane, as she was known, respected the sect’s unswerving devotion to equality, peace, and love, qualities that suffused those past lives like the rose-lavender tinted twilight suffused the rolling pastures with ethereal beauty.

Pared-down functionalism, the essence of Shaker design, pure as fresh rainwater, prefigured later architectural and furniture development. Sister admired the care and intelligence the Shakers used to build their houses while fortifying their spirits with song and hard work.

Much as she admired their clean straight lines, she herself felt more at home in a mix of eighteenth-century exuberance allied with modern comfort.

She laughed to herself that her nickname, Sister Jane, meant she’d fit right in if only she could slip back in time to work alongside the Shakers. However, she’d soon have run afoul of the sisters and brothers as they did not practice sex, which had eventually resulted in the extinction of the sect. No one had ever accused Sister of being celibate.

Shaker ideas and ideals lived after them. Perhaps most people hope to leave something behind, usually in the form of progeny. But some are able to also impart inventions, artistic achievements, or new ways of seeing the same old problems.

What Sister hoped to leave behind was a love of the environment, belief in the protection of American farmland, and respect for all living creatures. Foxhunting was one of the best ways to do that because a person could inhale the best values while having more fun than the legal limit.

It pained her that so many people thought that foxes were killed in the hunt. Countless times she’d patiently explained that hunting practices in the United States were different from those in England. Given that the Mid-America Hound Show would be made up of foxhunters showing their best hounds, she breathed in relief. She wouldn’t need to have that conversation here.

Her new Subaru Forester followed the gray stone walls, rolling through a deep dip in the road, passing over a creek, and climbing a steep incline. She’d bought the SUV in hopes of saving a bit of money, seeing as her everyday vehicle was a big red gas-guzzling GMC half-ton truck. Like many Americans, she wanted to conserve fuel, but living out in the country made this a pipe dream.

Sister found pleasure in driving the handy little vehicle, which burned less gas, but she still had to use farm trucks for work. She couldn’t envision how that would change without driving the cost of food up to the point where there’d be bread riots like those that helped jump-start the French and Russian revolutions.

At the top of the steep hill, a flat green pasture beckoned, now silvery in May evening haze. In the middle of this lushness, surrounded by large trees, rested a two-story Shaker house, perfect in its simplicity, and just beyond the house were horse trailers converted for hound use. Sister drove to the Jefferson Hunt trailer, proudly displaying the JHC logo, a fox mask with two brushes crossed underneath.

Before she could step out of the car, Shaker Crown, her huntsman, a rugged curly-haired man in his early forties, dashed over to open the door. His Christian name had nothing to do with the Shaker sect. It had been his great-uncle’s name, bequeathed to him at birth.

“Boss, glad to see you.”

She teased him. “You’re glad to see me because I brought sandwiches and drinks.”

Before the sentence was out of her mouth, he’d lifted the back hatch of the Forester to retrieve a large cooler.

Tootie, a senior at Custis Hall, a private girls’ secondary school, slipped out of the trailer’s side door. “Food?”

“You poor starved thing.” Sister walked with Shaker as he plopped the cooler under the awning he’d set up off the side of the trailer.

Inside, a high covered fan ran to keep the six couple of hounds comfortable, a generator on the other side of the trailer providing the power. Kentucky could fool you in May, temperate one day and sweltering the next. Shaker and Sister put hound happiness before their own.

Tootie, full name Anne Harris, sat down in a director’s chair and Sister handed each of them a sandwich.

“Are you tired? How can you be tired at seventeen?”

The young woman grinned. She was exceedingly beautiful. “Just hit a low plateau. After this”—she held up the sandwich—“I’ll be right back up.”

“Sure. You just can’t keep up with an old lady in her seventies.”

“You’re not seventy, whatever.” Shaker eagerly unwrapped his turkey sandwich. “Your mother lied on your birth certificate.”

“That’s a joyful thought.” Sister could smell the tangy mustard on her roast beef and cheese sandwich. “Isn’t this the loveliest setting for a hound show? Sure, nothing’s as spectacular as the twin peaks of the Virginia Hound Show, or the Bryn Mawr Hound Show, but Shaker Village—well, to my mind it’s the best location.”

“That it is.” Shaker had already devoured half his sandwich.

“Glad I brought two of everything,” said Sister.

“I don’t know why I’m so hungry.”

“Sometimes I think it’s cycles. Ever notice how your appetite and your sleep patterns change whenever the seasons change? At least mine does.”

Tootie listened, as usual soaking everything up while remaining quiet.

“Yep, and I can’t sleep during a full moon.”

“Get up and howl, do you?” Sister smiled at her huntsman, whom she loved.

“I thought that was you.” Tootie slipped that in.

“Well, so much for respect from the young.” Sister laughed, which made Dragon, a hound, howl.

They all laughed.

“Does Woodford”—Tootie named the hosting hunt—“always have this show at Shaker Village?”

“No. Actually, they used to have it over at the Kentucky Horse Park, smack in the middle of Lexington, when Iroquois Hunt ran it for three years.” Shaker named the other hunt outside of Lexington, Kentucky. “The Horse Park is a hotbed of activity. What a draw it’s become for tourists. Anyway, I sure hope Woodford keeps it here even though its half an hour from Lexington.”

Sister greatly admired Jane Winegardner, MFH of Woodford Hounds, whom she knew better than the two other joint masters, hard-hunting men. She always referred to Miss Winegardner as “O.J.” for “the Other Jane.”

A familiar voice sounded from behind the trailer. Hope Rogers, DVM, popped round and greeted them under the awning. “Party?”

“Sit down, honey.” Sister pointed to a director’s chair. “When did you get here?”

Hope, an equine vet specializing in lameness, most particularly navicular disease, kept a practice five miles from the Jefferson Hunt kennels. In her late thirties, she’d become a hot commodity in the equine world, being flown to Japan, Korea, the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Poland, and Austria to present her findings on degenerative diseases causing lameness. Her travels now comprised a great chunk of her practice, requiring her to take on a partner, Dan Clement, which was working out quite nicely.

“Last night. Had a lecture at the University of Kentucky. That facility knocks me out every time I go there.”

“Better than Virginia Tech or the Marion DuPont Center?” Shaker named two outstanding Virginia equine facilities.

“As a Virginian, I can’t answer that.”

“Ah.” Sister pointed to the cooler as Hope shook her head.

“Saving myself for the party at the kennels.” She checked her watch. “There’s a little time left but I want to wash up first. Wish I could stay for the show tomorrow, but I’ve got to get back. At least I’ll see old friends at the party.”

“O.J.’s been whirling around like the white tornado.” Shaker laughed. “You know O.J., she checks and rechecks everything, a born organizer. She’s over at Woodford kennels now.”

“I’ll catch up with her there.” Hope reached into the cooler for a Mountain Dew. The caffeine hit would carry her through until she reached the party.

“Get to the back pastures of any farms?” Sister knew Hope had a wealth of contacts in the Thoroughbred world.

“No. I did get over to Bardstown to the Evan Williams distillery. You know I have a lot of Japanese clients.” She paused a moment, then continued. “And I’m sure you know that Japanese buy brands. In bourbon, that means Maker’s Mark, with the red wax covering the cork. ’Course it’s not real wax anymore, but the Japanese can recognize Maker’s Mark. I’m trying to educate some of my clients in the finer points of American whiskey, which is to say bourbon. So I bought two bottles of Evan Williams 1987 Single Barrel, number fifty-one. Not cheap. And then to sweeten the punch I drove down to Maker’s Mark distillery and bought two bottles of Limited Edition Kentucky Straight Bourbon, the highest Maker’s Mark, if that term applies.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drink bourbon.” Sister carefully folded the aluminum foil wrapper of her now nonexistent sandwich.

“I’m learning.” Hope smiled.

“Did you buy any for yourself ?” Shaker asked.

“Actually, I did. One bottle of each for me, and I also bought a bottle of Wild Turkey Single Barrel, number ten, Rick number nine, Warehouse D. How’s that for memory?”

“Drink enough bourbon and you won’t have any memory left.” Sister laughed.

“Don’t fret. I won’t. I’ve become so fascinated that each trip to Kentucky I visit a distillery. You know, I rather like the taste of these expensive bourbons. They’re actually quite complex.”

“And you’re drinking a real drink,” Sister stated, then paused to change the subject. “Romance?”

“I wish.” Hope slumped in the chair for a moment. “My divorce will be final at the end of June. I have to live because I don’t want Paul to get any more than he deserves. He’s coming out ahead on this, the bastard.” She stopped herself. “You know what Paul’s real sin is? He’s boring.”

A small silence followed this, broken by Sister. “People say there is no such thing as a good divorce, but I don’t know. If you can part without vats of hostility, maybe something can be salvaged.” The talk of bourbon had brought up the word vat.

“We’ve been erratic about that.” Hope sighed. “Let me go pull myself together. I’ll root for JHC tomorrow while I drive east on Sixty-four.” She stood up, then leaned over slightly. “Speaking of bourbon, I’ll bet anyone here five dollars you won’t see Gentleman Jack at the bar.”

“Not taking that bet.” Shaker laughed.

As Hope walked away, Tootie asked, “Why?”

“Gentleman Jack is a Tennessee bourbon, high end. Well, technically it’s Tennessee Sour Mash but it’s bourbon to the rest of us.” Shaker, who had once had a problem with alcohol, was something of an expert. “Also, Jack Daniels Black, Label Number Seven, and George Dickel are Tennessee bourbons. Won’t see them either.”

“Shit,” Sister whispered, then quickly said, “Sorry.”

Shaker followed the direction of her eyes.

Striding toward them was a tall, whip-thin, hawk-nosed man.

“Master Arnold, looking divine as ever. America’s own Artemis.” Mo Schneider beamed, no doubt feeling he’d burnished his intellectual credentials by using the goddess of the hunt’s Greek name.

Didn’t work.

Sister responded coolly. “Evening, Mo. I thought you’d be at the party.”

“On my way, on my way, and I do hope you’ll be there to sully your reputation with me.” His grin seemed like a sharp beak opening wide.

“Woodford puts on a good party,” Sister replied.

Mo’s eyes widened—as did those of most men of the heterosexual persuasion—when he spotted Tootie, with her café-au-lait skin and gold-flecked light-brown eyes.

Tootie extended her hand. A lady always extends her hand first, and at seventeen she certainly was a power-packed lady. “Pleased to meet you, Master.”

“You come on down to Arkansas on one of your school vacations and hunt with me.”

“Thank you.” Tootie smiled, which added to her considerable allure.

Mo peered in at the hounds. “As always, you’ve got some lookers. Might I go in?”

Sister smiled at his double entendre, which was intentional. “Specialize in it.” She rose, as did Shaker, to open the trailer door.

Sister stepped in, followed by Mo. “Four couple of young entry, two couple of hounds already hunting.”

Mo surveyed the group: beautiful coats, shining eyes on everyone.

“Who’s this? He’s outstanding.”

“Giorgio. American hound, obviously. Bywaters blood.” Sister cited a famous bloodline that had gone out of fashion in the 1970s but was making a comeback.

“You never waver from the Bywaters line.”

“Works for me,” Sister said pleasantly. “Plus it’s a line developed in northern Virginia for Virginia conditions.”

He swept his eyes over the hounds. “Thanks for letting me see them.”

They returned to the director’s chairs.

“How many hounds did you bring?” Shaker inquired, as he made a mental note to count Mo’s hounds when he had the chance.

“Six couple. All entered.” This meant they’d been hunted. Unentered designated a young hound who had not yet been out.

“Enough to keep you busy,” Sister said.

“Shaker, didn’t mean to ignore you,” said Mo. “How have you been? Heard you decked a member.” He turned to Sister. “Heard you decked him, too.”

“We performed this service at different times.” Sister smiled slyly. “He needed a lesson in Virginia manners.”

“Bad. Needed the lesson bad.” Shaker smiled also, at the memory of Crawford Howard, Midas rich, hitting the floor.

Mo laughed with false heartiness. “Sister, there are other ways to drop a man.”

“Yes, Mo, I know them all,” she replied lightly. “I went around the block before the block had sidewalks.”

“Not you. You’re a beautiful icon to us all.” He cast his eyes again at Tootie, who wanted to squirm but didn’t. “Well, on my way to the party. There’s a horn-blowing contest. Going to try.”

“Surely you’ll toot your horn fine.” Sister’s voice was bland.

Shaker had to look away, because if he caught her eye he’d laugh.

Mo walked off, the slight missing him since he thought it was a compliment.

Once out of earshot, Shaker growled, “I hate that lying piece of shit.”

“Tell me how you really feel.” Sister reached over to touch his muscled forearm covered with light auburn hair.

“I’d kill him if I could.” Shaker meant it.

“Why?” Tootie asked.

“He’s cruel to hounds, horses, and women.” Sister nodded, then turned to Tootie. “I guess because some men figure all three are obedient. They’ll put up with it.”

Sister stood up, then entered the hound trailer as Shaker patted his stomach. He’d already put up his generously sized tent next to the awning.

The hounds looked up as their master returned.

The trailer was spotless. Two levels connected by a ramp, with everything, even the trailer sides, covered in heavy rubber gave choices as to where to sleep. Although it was warm, Shaker had bedded the hounds down with straw that could easily be brushed off come morning. The night would cool down quickly, and if one of those famous Kentucky thunderstorms came up, the temperature could drop like a stone.

“Hello, Mother!” A happy chorus rang out.

Sister laid her hand on each glossy head, all six couple of them; hounds are always counted in twos, coupled. On reaching Diddy, she quietly reassured the youngster. “You’re going to be a star tomorrow. You just reach out and show those judges your fluid movement.”

Diddy blinked.

Sister, an animal person, knew that a soft voice, pitched low, calms an animal. Placing your hand on the head of a cat or dog also calms them. With horses, a hand on the head works, but if you press your fingers alongside and high on the horse’s neck, moving from the poll down to the withers, that soothes them, too.

She left her hounds, quietly shutting the slatted door behind her.

No sooner had she left the trailer than a robust salt-and-pepper-haired man, arms swinging in easy rhythm, bore down on her.

He came right up, caught her in his arms, and gave her a big kiss. “You beauty!”

Sister hugged him back. “Where have you been?”

“Zurich.”

Shaker stood to shake an outstretched hand once the newcomer had released Sister. “Been a long time.”

“Too long, too long.” Judge Barry Baker, retired from Virginia’s Supreme Court, slapped Shaker on the back.

“This young lady will be attending your alma mater.” Sister introduced Judge Baker to Tootie Harris.

Barry took Tootie’s hand in both his own. “How I envy you. Some of the happiest days of my life were spent at Princeton.”

Sister filled Tootie in. “Judge Baker was captain of the football team and the baseball team.”

“But I liked foxhunting best, and when I could I’d slip away and hunt with Essex. In those days there was still country in New Jersey. Well, young lady, I wish you the best of luck. You have a grand teacher in Sister.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Her best friend at Custis Hall also got in. Unusual,” Sister said.

“Princeton likes smart women, and Custis Hall specializes in them.” He smiled again, his bleached-white teeth giving him a more youthful appearance than his seventy-four years.

“You just missed Mo Schneider,” Sister remarked.

“Maybe someone will mix up a cyanide cocktail for him at the party. Do us all a world of good.” His gray eyes glinted at Tootie. “If he so much as looks at you cross-eyed, you come straight to me, hear?”

“Yes, Judge.”

“Are you showing hounds or spectating?” Shaker inquired.

“O.J. asked me to be ring steward. American ring.” He threw up his hands in mock surrender. “Who doesn’t want to be in demand?”

“You can show a hound. Drat.” Sister snapped her fingers. “I was hoping we could go head-to-head.”

He kissed her on the cheek. “We can, dear heart, we can. Head-to-head!”

After he left to go to the party, Tootie noted, “He’s very distinguished-looking.”

“That he is. He could have been governor, but he said he didn’t have the stomach for electoral politics. He made the right choice.”

“He really likes you. Not fake. Not like Mo.”

Tootie, sensitive and observant, was right.

“Men always like Sister. Women, too. She gets along with both sexes.” Shaker checked one of his tent poles.

“Are you sure you want to sleep out here?” Sister said.

“Boss, I do.”

“You know you have a room next to mine.”

“I’ll use it to shower. I want to stay here with the hounds.” He sucked in a breath. “Especially now I know Mo is here.”

“Why?” Tootie was puzzled.

“He’s been known to take a hound and then lie through his teeth, but we always know because two years later he’ll arrive at a show with get that look just like the dog that went missing. He can hide the stolen hound so no one sees it in his kennels, but blood tells.” Shaker crossed his arms over his chest. “Bloodlines are gold, you know. It’s just like stealing gold.”

“But you-all allow people to breed to our hounds and you go breed from other kennels.” Tootie wasn’t contradicting Shaker, just being curious.

“Tootie, we go to Middleburg or Deep Run, Casanova, Orange, Keswick, Farmington, or Colonial, and we do it properly, with permission. We know the people, and those hunts are within three hours’ driving distance. Sometimes we’ll drive to Maryland to Green Spring Valley for hounds. Not only do they have lines we want, the huntsmen take excellent care of their kennels. Mo doesn’t take care of anything. He starves his hounds and then fattens up the pretty ones for the shows. He hunts his own hounds and can’t hunt a hair of them. He’s really a despicable human being.” Sister felt that first chill of night air and shivered. “Although I did hear he hired a kennelman two years ago, so at least the starving and beating stopped. He once ran a horse to death, too.”

“Why doesn’t the Master of Foxhounds Association throw him out?” Tootie asked the right question.

“Because he’s sneaky. They have to catch him at it. Somehow he gets word of surprise visits to his kennels or stables in time to spirit away the raggedy-looking hounds and horses. He’s got so much money, who knows who he’s paying to spy on the MFHA? If he is. Sooner or later, I swear, he’ll get his,” Sister answered.

“Ninety-nine percent of the people in this sport love animals, but there are a few who don’t.” Shaker shrugged. “Vicious creeps.”

“I say we send them to Congress where they’ll be with their brethren.” Sister laughed.

Shaker laughed, too. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you don’t believe in democracy.”

“Don’t.” Sister inhaled. “All right, what’s left to be done?”

“Nothing,” Shaker replied.

“Let’s party, then.”

“Okay,” Shaker said, “but I’m leaving early. I want to be fresh tomorrow. And I want to feed hounds, walk them out at six-thirty A.M., too. I’ll unhitch the dually. I know once you get there you won’t be able to get away. Going to be a big day.” Shaker felt the buzz of competitiveness begin.

“You bet.” Sister grinned.

Many competitors had already left for the party. Few people were around or, if they were, they kept out of sight.

The three entered the house to freshen up before going to the party.

Stepping back outside, Sister saw her hounds in full cry. She dashed back into the house as Shaker and Tootie emerged from the two bathrooms.

“Our hounds are out and scorching the wind.”

“Holy shit!” Shaker tore out the door, Sister and Tootie behind him.

They reached the Subaru. Sister hopped in the driver’s seat. The back door of the trailer swung open like a slack jaw.

“Horn?” Sister asked, before cranking the motor.

“Goddammit.” Shaker, upset, got back out, ran to the truck, and pulled his horn from the glove compartment.

Windows down, they listened to the hounds now turning toward the barn, perhaps half a mile from the house.

“Hope they don’t go to Sixty-eight.” Tootie mentioned the paved road leading to Shaker Village.

Sister gunned toward the barn as Shaker, hanging out the window, kept blowing the three long notes which asked hounds to return to him. With every rut in the road, he’d bob up, then drop down.

Hounds were already beyond the barn. Running flat out, they climbed the steep hill on the northern side of the barn.

The gate to that large pasture was shut.

Sister stopped. Shaker and Tootie got out.

“Locked. Goddammit to hell!” His face red, he threw his hands up in fury.

“We can lift it off the hinges.” Tootie noticed the heavy chain.

Shaker lifted the gate up while Tootie steadied it. Because of the manner in which the chain held the gate to the fence post, there was enough room for Sister to squeeze the car through. Once on the other side of the gate, Shaker put it back on its hinges.

Back in the car, Sister drove to the top of the hill and parked, because it afforded them a commanding view. The pack was working beautifully together, the unentered hounds folded right in. Heartening as this was to behold, the three on the hill could only think of getting them back.

Shaker continued to blow. The horn, air clear today, could be heard for three miles by human ears much as a train whistle can be heard for miles. Hounds can hear farther than that.

He blew and blew, then called, voice booming. “Come to me! Come to me!”

“Coyote.” Sister cursed.

Tootie pressed her lips together; she knew what coyote meant.

Coyote scent is heavier than fox so it’s easier for hounds to detect. Also, the coyote often runs in a blazing straight line, although he may make a big circle eventually to return to his den. Exciting though those runs may be, the larger predator lacks the skillful ruses, the engaging mental superiority of the fox. Hunting coyote, you want to stick in the saddle. Hunting the fox, you want to keep your senses razor sharp, since your quarry is smarter than you.

Often a coyote will run right out of the territory allowed to a hunt. This can create all manner of problems, of which a cranky landowner can be a big one.

Shaker kept blowing and one by one, hounds slowed, stopped, and listened.

Glitter, an unentered female, littermate to Giorgio, asked Diddy, “Why are we stopping?”

“Huntsman’s calling us back.”

“But,” inquired Glenda, another littermate, “we’ve been hearing those notes all along.”

Dragon, handsome and in his prime, a trifle blocky in the body, chuckled. “Scent was so good we had to let ’er rip a little.”

“Look at that!” Shaker slapped his thigh as hounds trotted back to him.

“You know what my grandfather used to say.” Sister held up a finger pointing to the sky, presumably where her grandfather was.

In unison, both Shaker and Tootie repeated his words. “Trust your hounds. If you don’t trust your hounds, don’t hunt them!”

Sister opened the hatch of the Forester as hounds neared.

Tootie counted heads. “Giorgio’s missing.”

“Blow again, Shaker. Case he got far ahead.”

Shaker did as his master commanded, but they both knew the stunning unentered hound would not outstrip Dragon, a strike hound. Dragon would have turned on him like a snake. Cora, another strike hound and back in the kennel, would have bumped the younger hound, too. Cora and Dragon had to be used separately. They refused to cooperate with each other, so great was their pride in being first.

Diddy, first one to hop in the SUV, beamed. “Invigorating!” 

Soon they were all in the green vehicle, Tootie happy with hounds since they had to flip the back seat down.

Tootie was one of those people who was most herself, most full of life, when with hounds. Her family, suburban people, just couldn’t understand it.

Down at the gate, Tootie wiggled out of the back, and she and Shaker again lifted it off the hinges.

As Sister drove through she wondered if they should have stayed on the hill and blown longer. But she knew Giorgio, inexperienced though he was, would have returned. This country was much more open than her hunting country. At home, a hound might get separated, lost and scared or confused. Occasionally, a youngster would do that. But here, she could see for miles. A tricolor hound is easy to spot.

As Shaker and Tootie climbed back in the SUV, Sister, voice clipped, pronounced, “My hound has been stolen.”

A silence followed. Then Shaker answered, “Yeah.”

“You think . . . ?” Tootie’s voice trailed off.

“Yes, I do,” Shaker, angry, replied. “How can we prove it?”

“He created a distraction. Grabbed Giorgio and let the others out,” said Sister.

“You think?” Tootie was appalled as the two in front nodded their affirmation.

“I will kill that bastard.” Sister meant it, too.
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