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Dedicated to Marion Maggiolo  of Horse Country. Foxhunters   would be naked without her.  Now that would scare the foxes! 

Praise for the novels of  Rita Mae Brown
Hotspur
“A dashing and vibrant novel . . . The author portrays the hunt  family with such warmth and luxury of detail, one feels a friendship with each and every character, animals included. The reader  will romp through the book like a hunter on a thoroughbred,  never stopping for a meal or a night’s sleep.”
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
“Brown combines her strengths—exploring southern families,  manners, and rituals as well as the human-animal bond—to  bring in a winner.”
—Booklist
Outfoxed
“A rich, atmospheric murder mystery steeped in the world of  Virginia foxhunting . . . Rife with love, scandal, anger, transgression, redemption, greed, and nobility, all of which make good  reading.”
—San Jose Mercury News
“Compelling . . . Engaging . . . [A] sly whodunit . . . A surprise  finish.”
—People

CHAPTER 1
A bloodred cardinal sparkled against the snow-covered  ground. He’d dropped from his perch to snatch a few bits  of millet still visible by the red chokeberry shrubs scattered  at the edge of the field. The snow base, six inches, obscured  most of the seeds that the flaming bird liked to eat, but  light winds kept a few delicacies dropping, including some  still-succulent chokeberry seeds.
Low gunmetal gray clouds, dense as fog in some spots,  hung over the fresh white snow. In the center of this lovely  thirty-acre hayfield on Orchard Hill Farm stood a lone sentinel, a 130-foot sugar maple. Surrounding the hayfield  were forests of hardwoods and pine.
Two whitetail deer bolted over the three-board fence.  Deer season ran from mid-November to January 2 in this  part of Virginia. Those benighted humans who had yet to  reach their legal bag limit might be found squatting in the  snow on this December 27, a cold Saturday.
Bolting across the field in the direction opposite the deer  came two sleek foxhounds. At first the cardinal, now joined  by his mate, did not notice the hounds. The millet was too  tasty. But when the birds heard the ruckus, they raised their  crests and fluttered up to the oak branches as the hounds  sped by.
Before the birds could drop back to their feast, four  more hounds raced past, snow whirling up behind their  paws like iridescent confetti.
In the distance, a hunting horn blew three long blasts,  the signal for hounds to return.
Jane Arnold, Master of Foxhounds for the Jefferson  Hunt Club, checked her advance just inside the forest at  the westernmost border of the hayfield. The snowfall increased, huge flakes sticking to the horse’s coat for a moment, to her eyelashes. She felt the cool, moist pat of flakes  on her red cheeks. As she exhaled, a stream of breath also  came from her mount, a lovely bold thoroughbred, Rickyroo.
Behind her, steam rising from their mounts’ hindquarters  and flanks, were fifty-four riders. Ahead was the huntsman, Shaker Crown, a wiry man in his middle forties,  again lifting the hunting horn to his lips. The bulk of the  pack, twenty couple—hounds are always counted in twos  or couples—obediently awaited their next order.
Sister cast her bright eyes over the treetops. Chickadees,  wrens, and one woodpecker peered down at her. No foxes  had just charged through here. Different birds had different  responses to a predator like a fox. These creatures would  have been disturbed, moved about. Crows, ravens, and starlings, on the other hand, would have lifted up in a flock and  screamed bloody murder. They loathed being disturbed and  despised foxes to the marrow of their light bones.
On Sister’s left, a lone figure remained poised at the fence  line. If Shaker moved forward, then the whipper-in, Betty  Franklin, would take the old tiger trap jump and keep   well to the left. Betty, a wise hunter, knew not to press on  too far ahead. The splinter of the pack, which had broken  now, veered to the right, and the second whipper-in, Sybil  Hawkes, was already in pursuit well away across the hayfield.
Whether Sybil could turn the three couple of hounds  troubled Sister. A pack should stay together—easier said  than done. Sister blamed herself for this incident. It takes  years and years, decades really, to build a level pack of  hounds. She had included too many first-year entry—the  hound equivalent of a first grader—in today’s hunt.
First-year entry sat in the kennels for Christmas Hunt,   which had been last Saturday. Christmas Hunt, the third of  the High Holy Days of hunting, overflows with people and  excitement. Both she and her huntsman, whom Sister adored,  felt the Christmas Hunt would have been too much for the  youngsters. Today she should have taken only one couple,  not the four included in this pack. Shaker had mentioned  this to her, but she had waved him off, saying that the field  wouldn’t be that large today, as many riders would still be  recuperating from the rigors of Christmas. There had been  over one hundred people for Christmas Hunt, but she had  half that today, still a good number of folks.
The hounds loved hunting in the snow. For the young  entry this was their first big snow, and they just couldn’t  contain themselves.
She sat on Rickyroo who sensed her irritation. Sister felt  a perfect ass. She’d hunted all her life, and, at seventy-two,  it was a full life. How could she now be so damned stupid?
Luckily, most people behind her knew little about the art  of foxhunting, and it was an art not a science. They loved  the pageantry, the danger, the running and jumping, its  music. A few even loved the hounds themselves. Out of  that field of fifty-four people, perhaps eight or nine really  understood foxhunting. And that was fine by Sister. As long  as people respected nature, protected the environment, and  paid homage to the fox—a genius wrapped in fur—she was  happy. Foxhunting was like baseball: a person needn’t know  the difference between a sinker and a slider when it crossed  home plate in order to enjoy the game. So long as people  knew the basics and behaved themselves on horseback, she  was pleased. She knew better than to expect anyone to behave when off a horse.
She observed Shaker. Every sense that man possessed  was working overtime, as were hers. She drew in a cold  draught of air, hoping for a hint of information. She listened intently and could hear, a third of a mile off, the three  couple of hounds speaking for all they were worth. Perhaps  they hit a fresh line of scent. In this snow, the scent would  have to be fresh, just laid from the fox’s paws. The rest of   the pack watched Shaker. If scent were burning, surely  Cora or Diana, Dasher or Ardent would have told them.  But then the youngsters had broken off back in the woods.  Had the pack missed the line? With an anchor hound like  the four-year-old Diana, now in her third season, this was  unlikely. Young though she was, this particular hound was  following in the paw prints of one of the greatest anchor  hounds Sister had ever known, Archie, gone to his reward  and remembered with love every single day.
Odd how talent appears in certain hounds, horses, and  humans. Diana definitely had it. She now faced the sound  of the splinter group, stern level, head lifted, nose in the air.  Something was up.
Behind Sister, Dr. Walter Lungrun gratefully caught his  breath. The run up to this point had been longer than he realized, and he needed a break. Wealthy Crawford Howard,  convivial as well as scheming, passed his flask around. It  was accepted with broad smiles from friend and foe alike.  Crawford subscribed to the policy that a man should keep  his friends close and his enemies closer still. His wife, Marty,  an attractive and intelligent woman, also passed around her  flask. Crawford’s potion was a mixture of blended scotch,  Cointreau, a dash of bitters, with a few drops of fresh lemon  juice. Liberally consumed, it hit like a sledgehammer.
Tedi and Edward Bancroft, impeccably turned out and  true foxhunters, both in their seventh decade, listened  keenly. Their daughter, Sybil, in her midforties, was the second whipper-in. She had her work cut out for her. They  knew she was a bold rider, so they had no worries there.  But Sybil, in her second year as an honorary whipper-in (as  opposed to a professional) fretted over every mistake.  Sybil’s parents and two sons would buoy her up after each  hunt since she was terribly hard on herself.
Betty Franklin loved whipping-in, but she knew there  were moments when Great God Almighty couldn’t control  a hound with a notion. She was considerably more relaxed  about her duties than Sybil.
Also passing around handblown glass flasks, silver caps  engraved with their initials, were Henry Xavier (called Xavier or X), Clay Berry, and Ronnie Haslip—men in their  middle forties. These high-spirited fellows had been childhood friends of Ray Arnold Jr. Sister’s son, born in 1960, had  been killed in 1974 in a harvesting accident. The boys had  been close, the Four Musketeers.
Sister had watched her son’s best friends grow up, graduate from college. Two had married, all succeeded in business. They were very dear to her.
After about five minutes, Shaker tapped his hat with his  horn, leaned down, and spoke encouragingly to Cora, his  strike hound. She rose up on her hind legs to get closer to  this man she worshipped. Then he said, “Come long,” and  his pack obediently followed as he rode out of the forest,  taking the second tiger trap jump as Betty Franklin took  the first. If the pack and the huntsman were a clock, the  strike hound being at twelve, Betty stayed at ten o’clock,  Sybil at two, the huntsman at six.
Sister, thirty yards behind Shaker, sailed over the tiger  trap. Most of the other riders easily followed, but a few  horses balked at the sight of the upright logs, leaning together just like a trap. The snow didn’t help the nervous;  resting along the crevices, it created an obstacle that appeared new and different.
As riders passed the sugar maple, Cora began waving her  stern. The other hounds became interested.
Dragon, a hotheaded but talented third-year hound and  the brother to Diana, bellowed, “It’s her! It’s her!”
The thick odor of a vixen lifted off the snow.
Cora, older, and steady even though she was the strike  hound, paused a moment. “Yes, it is a vixen, but something’s not quite right.” 
Diana, her older brother, Dasher, and Asa and Ardent  also paused. At nine, the oldest hound in the pack, Delia,  mother of the D litters, usually brought up the rear. While  her youthful speed had diminished, her knowledge was invaluable. Delia, too, put her nose to the snow.
The other hounds looked at her, even her brash son,  Dragon.  “It’s a vixen all right, but it is extremely peculiar,”  Delia advised.
“Well, maybe she ate something strange,” Dragon impatiently spoke. “Our job is to chase foxes, and it doesn’t  matter if they’re peculiar or not. I say we give this field another run for their money.”
Cora lifted her head to again look at Shaker. “Well, it is  a vixen and whatever is wrong with the line, I guess we’ll  find out.”
With the hounds opening, their vibrant voices filled the  air with a music as lush to the ear of a foxhunter as the  Brandenburg Concertos are to a musician.
No matter how many times she heard her pack in full  cry, it always made the hair stand up on the back of Sister’s  neck.
They glided across the hayfield, soared over the stone  jumps on the other side, plunged into the woods as they  headed for a deep creek that fed the apple orchards for  which Orchard Hill was known.
The cardinal once again left off the millet and flew back  up into the oak tree.
“Bother,” he grumbled to his mate.
“Maybe they’ll turn up more seed,” his shrewd helpmate  answered.
The hounds, running close together, passed under the  oak, followed by Shaker, then Sister and the field.
They ran flat out for twenty minutes, everyone sweating  despite the cold. The baying of the pack now joined the  baying of the splinter group.
It sounded queer.
Shaker squeezed Showboat. A true huntsman’s horse,  Showboat would die before he’d join the rest of the field.  He would be first and that was that.
“What in the goddamned hell!” Shaker shouted. He put  his horn to his lips, blowing three long blasts. “Leave him!  Leave him!”
The hounds stared up at Shaker. The vixen scent was so   strong it made their eyes water, but they weren’t crawling  over a vixen.
Betty rode up as did Sybil, each staying back a bit so as  to contain the pack just in case. Each woman’s face registered disbelief. Betty put her gloved hand to her mouth to  stifle a whoop of hilarity.
Sister rode up. There, curled into a ball, was deer hunter  Donnie Sweigert. His expensive rifle with the one-thousand-dollar scope was clutched to his chest. His camouflage overalls and coat were encrusted with snow, slobber, and a drop  or two of hound markings. She wondered where Donnie  found the money for his expensive gear. He was a driver for  Berry Storage.
Shaker kept calling back his pack, but they didn’t want  to separate from the terrified Donnie.
“What’ll I do?” the cowering man hollered.
Shaker gruffly replied, “Put your head between your legs  and kiss your ass good-bye, you blistering idiot!” He spoke  sharply to his hounds now. “Leave him! Leave him!”
Shaker turned Showboat back toward the hayfield. The  hounds, reluctant at first to leave this human drenched in  vixen scent, did part from their odd treasure.
Dragon couldn’t resist a parting shot at Donnie. “And  you think we’re dumb animals.”
Sister, as master, couldn’t tell Donnie that she thought  covering his human scent with fox scent remarkably stupid. She needed to be a diplomat. “Don, are you in one  piece?”
“Yes.” He unsteadily rose to his feet.
The fox scent, like a sweet skunk, was so overpowering  even the members of the field could smell Donnie.
“Would you like help getting back to your truck?” She  winked at Walter Lungrun. “Walter will take you back.  And he’s a doctor, so if anything should be wrong, he’ll fix  you right up.”
“I’m fine.” Donnie was still recovering from his fright.
“No one bit you. They would never bite anyone, Don,  but, well, you have to admit, the situation is unique.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He sighed.
“Tell you what.” She smiled, and what an incandescent  welcoming smile it was. “If you want to, come hunt Monday morning at my place back by the peach orchard. Maybe  that will make up for our spoiling your sport today.”
He brightened. “Thank you, Sister.”
“And Don, don’t cover your scent with vixen, hear? Just  stay on the backside of the wind. I’m sure you’ll get a big  one.”
“Uh, yes, ma’am.”
With that, Sister followed Shaker and the hounds back  to the hayfield, back to the tiger trap jumps.
“Edward, take the field a moment, will you?”
Tall, elegant Edward Bancroft touched the top of his  hunt cap with his crop.
Sister rode up to Shaker, tears in his eyes from laughing.
“Oh, God, that man is dumb as a sack of hammers.”
She laughed, too. “Donnie Sweigert isn’t the brightest  bulb on the Christmas tree, but to make amends I’m letting  him hunt the peach orchard Monday morning. He’ll forgo  eau de vulpus.”
At this they both laughed so loudly a few of the hounds  laughed out loud, too. That only made the humans laugh  harder. The hounds took this as a cue to sing.
“All right, all right.” Shaker wiped his eyes as the hounds  ended their impromptu carol.
“We’ve had a pretty good day, all things considered.  Let’s lift these hounds and go home.”
“Yes, boss.” He touched his cap with his horn.
Later at the breakfast held at Orchard Hill’s lovely 1809  white clapboard house, the mirth increased with each person’s retelling of the situation.
Clay Berry told everyone that come Monday morning he’d  present Donnie with a bottle of cologne. He’d also give  Donnie a fixture card so he could stay away from fox  hunts.
“Do you really think humans can disguise their scent?   Would a deer have been fooled?” Jennifer Franklin, Betty’s  teenage daughter, asked Walter. She had a crush on Walter,  as did every woman in the hunt club.
“I don’t know.” Walter smiled. “You’ll have to ask Sister  that one.”
He motioned for Sister to join them. Walter was a well-built man; he’d played halfback at Cornell, and even during the grueling hours of medical school and his internship,  he had worked out religiously. Sister stood next to him. At  six feet, she was almost as tall as he. She’d lost an inch or  so with age.
Those meeting Jane Arnold for the first time assumed she  was in her middle fifties. Lean, strong, her silver hair close  cropped because she couldn’t stand “hat head” from her  hunt cap, she had an imposing yet feminine presence.
Walter repeated the question. She thought a moment,  then replied as she touched Jennifer’s shoulder. “I expect a  deer or any of us can be fooled for a little while, but sooner  or later your real odor will rise on up, and then you’ll be  standing like truth before Jesus.”
On weekends Jennifer Franklin, a senior in high school,  and her best friend, Sari Rasmussen, cleaned and tacked up  the horses for Sister, Shaker, and Betty. When the hunt was  over, the girls would cool down the horses, wash them if  necessary, clean all the tack. When the horses were completely dry, they’d put on their blankets and turn them out,  an eagerly anticipated moment for the horses.
The two attractive girls would then attack five pairs of  boots, which included their own two. However, this Saturday their high school was having a special late-afternoon  basketball tournament, so Sister had given the two girls  time off.
During weekday hunts, Betty saw to the horses while Sister and Shaker fed the hounds after a hard hunt. This gave  them time to check each hound, making sure no one was  too sore or had gotten torn by thorns or hateful barbed  wire. If anyone sustained an injury, he or she would be  taken to the small medical room, lifted on the stainless steel   table and washed, stitched if necessary, or medicated. The  hardy hounds rarely suffered diseases, but they did bruise  footpads, rip ears, cut flanks.
When Betty finished with the horses, Sister would usually be finished with the hounds. Then the two women  would stand in the stable aisle cleaning their tack, the  bucket of warm water loosening stiffened, cold fingers as  well as softening up the orange glycerin soap.
While the ladies performed this convivial task, Shaker  used a power washer on the kennels. Sister would clean his  boots when she cleaned hers during the weekdays.
The familiar routine was comforting, but the hunt club  really did need at least one more employee. While wealthy  members like Crawford would build show grounds because it was flashy, they didn’t throw their money in the till  for a worker. An employee lacked the social cachet of a  building, and the slender budget left no room for another  pair of hands. Since Sister and Shaker performed most all  of the work, their days were long: sunup to past sundown.
Sister and Betty stood side by side, cleaning their bridles.  They were almost finished.
“Read the paper this morning?” Betty asked.
“I don’t get to it until supper. What have I missed?”
“Oh, those antique furniture and silver gangs are at it  again. The Richmond Times-Dispatch had an article about  how they’re moving through the west end.”
“Every couple of years that happens in Richmond. Smart  thieves,” Sister said.
“Well, what I found interesting was these rings work  full-time. They move through Richmond, Charlotte, Washington, even the smaller cities like Staunton or ritzy places  like Middleburg. Apart from knowing real George II silver  from silver plate or a Sheraton from a Biedermeier, they’re  obviously well organized.”
“I get the Sotheby’s catalogues. Some of those pieces sell  for the gross national product of Namibia.”
Betty laughed. “I’ve always wondered why people become criminals. Seems to me if they put all that energy into  a legitimate career, they’d make enough money.”
“I wonder. I can understand a thirteen-year-old kid in  the slums not wanting to work for McDonald’s when he or  she can realize a couple of thousand a month dealing and  delivering drugs. But a furniture gang? I know what you  mean. The same effort could just as well produce profit in  an honest trade.”
“Well, maybe there’s more profit than we realize. Guess  there’s a chain of people to make it all work, too, like  crooked antique dealers.”
“Hmm. It’s one thing to steal money, but family silver,  furniture—so much emotion tied up in those things. Like  all those little silver plates and big trays we won in horse  shows when we were young.”
“Or my great-grandmother’s tea service.”
“Are you going to lock your doors?”
“Oh, they won’t come out here.”
“Hope not, but still, glad I’ve got my Doberman,” Sister  said.
The phone rang. As Sister hung up her tack on the red  bridle hook, she picked it up. Betty reached up next to her,  putting up her hunting bridle with the flat brow and nose-bands, its simple eggbutt-jointed snaffle gleaming from rubbing.
“Hello, Ronnie, I’d thought you’d had enough of me  today.”
He laughed. “It’s all over town, hell, all over the county  about Donnie Sweigert being, uh, quarry. Guess his nearest  and dearest will take to calling him fox urine.”
“Bet they shorten that.”
“Bet they do, too.” He laughed harder.
Ronnie, a man who, besides being fashionable, needed  to be the first to know everything, enlivened every hunt.  Usually discreet, he could let it rip and surprise everyone.
“What can I do for you? I hope you aren’t calling about  the board meeting. It’s not for three more weeks, and I   haven’t even thought of my agenda. Well, except for more  money.”
“Oh, that.” His voice registered sympathy. “I say we get  each hunt club member to buy a lottery ticket for a dollar  each week. If they win, they give half to the hunt club.”
“Ronnie, that’s a great idea!” Betty leaned close to the  earpiece of the phone upon hearing Sister’s enthusiasm. Sister put her arm around Betty’s waist. A fabulous thing  about being a woman was touching, hugging, being close  to other women without worrying about repercussions.  Men misunderstood affection for sexual interest, and it  caused no end of difficulty.
“I was joking.”
“But it’s a great idea, I mean it. Oh, please propose it at  the board meeting. And Betty’s right here next to me. I’ll  tell her all about it so you have two passionate supporters.”
“Really? I mean, really?” His tone rose.
“I mean it. You are so creative.”
“Actually, that’s not why I called.” He breathed in, a  moment of anticipation and preparation. “You are not  going to believe this. I just heard it from Marty Howard at  the Subaru dealership. She was picking up her Outback,  and I was dropping mine off for its sixty-thousand-mile  service.”
“I’m waiting. . . .”
“I’m setting the stage.” He loved to tease a story. “Anyway, we chatted. I so like Marty, and I will never know  why she puts up with that man, but that’s another story,  so—waiting with bated breath?”
“Yes. So is Betty, whose ear is also jammed to the  phone.”
“Ah, a larger audience. Well, here it is. Ta da!” He sang  the “ta da.” “Ready?”
“Ronnie, I’ll slap you the minute I next see you.”
“I might like it. Well, my dear master, Crawford Howard  has hired Sam Lorillard to train his steeplechasers.” The silence was so long Ronnie raised his voice. “Sister, did you  hear me?”
“I’m trying to fathom the information.”
“Can you believe it?”
“No.”
Betty shook her head. “Me, neither,” she said into the  mouthpiece.
“Isn’t this gossip too good to be true?”
“I’ll say.” Sister released her hold on Betty’s waist.
Betty reached for the phone. “May I?”
“Of course.” Sister then pressed her ear to the earpiece  as the women reversed positions, Betty’s arm around Sister’s thin waist. “Ronnie, it’s the Big Betts here.”
“Cleavage.”
“As if you cared.”
“I do care. I’m a highly attuned aesthetic being.” He was  proud of Betty losing twenty-five pounds last season, and  she was working hard on the last ten. “Knowing you, you’ll  pepper me with questions.”
“Right. Since I haven’t heard a breath of this, and I know  you didn’t either or I’d already know, shall I assume Crawford didn’t talk to any of the gang?”
“Yes.”
“Did Marty say how he hired Sam?”
“She did. We must have talked twenty minutes. The  landscape business always slows down to nothing in winter, so she had all kinds of time. Anyway, madam, what she  said was, and I quote, ‘Crawford called trainers in Maryland, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina, all the big names.  They swore that Sam had oo-scoobs of talent.’ ”
“Did she really say ‘oo-scoobs’?”
“Yes.”
Betty replied, “I thought only Southerners used that expression.”
“She’s acclimating. Anyway, I asked her if she knew  about Sam’s history.” He paused. “She said she knew he’s  fought his battles, hit the bottom, but he’s recovered.”
“Recovered?” Sister spoke into the phone.
“His brother, Gray, who made all that money in Washington, D.C., put him in a drying-out center. He was there  for a month.”
“So that’s why we haven’t seen him passed out on a luggage cart down at the train station?” Betty mentioned one  of the favorite hangouts of the county’s incorrigible alcoholics. The downtown mall was another.
“How long has he been dry?” Sister again spoke into the  mouthpiece.
“Do you want the phone back?” Betty asked.
“Actually, you ask better questions than I do.”
“According to Marty, Sam has been sober four months.  She said that they extensively interviewed him. They also  spent two hours with Gray, and they’re satisfied that Sam’s  the man for the job. Crawford intends to get into chasing  in a big, big way.”
Betty took a long time. “Well, I hope it all works out.”
“But you don’t think for a skinny minute that it will, do  you?” Ronnie sounded almost eager.
“Uh, no.”
Sister took the phone back, “What do you think?”
“I think there’s going to be hell to pay.”
Sister sighed, then brightened. “In that case, let’s hope  Crawford’s bank account is as big as we think it is.”
After they hung up the phone, Sister and Betty just  looked at each other for a moment.
Betty finally said, “He is good with a horse, that Sam.”
“And with a woman.”
They said in unison: “Jesus.”

CHAPTER 2
Heavy snow forced Sister to drive slowly to the Augusta  Cooperative, usually just called the co-op. Since the Weather  Channel predicted this storm was going to hang around for  two days, she figured she’d better stock up on pet food, laying mash, and kerosene for the lamps, in case the power  cut. She also took the precaution of putting the generator  in the cellar. Shaker did likewise for the kennel, as well as  for his attractive cottage, also on the property of Sister’s  Roughneck Farm. In these parts, such a structure was called  a dependency.
Last year, Sister broke down and bought a new truck for  her personal use. The truck used to haul the horses and  hounds, an F350 Dually, could pull a house off its foundation, but those Dually wheels proved clunky for everyday  use. Installed in her new red half-ton truck was a cell phone  with a speaker so she didn’t have to use her hands.
“Shaker.”
“Yes, boss.”
“I’m on my way to the co-op. Need anything?”
“Mmm, late thirties, early forties maybe, good sense of  humor, must like hounds and horses and be in good  shape.”
“Get out.” She laughed.
“Mmm, pick up some Espilac if they have any,” he said,  referring to a milk replacer for nursing puppies. “And if  you want extra corn oil for kibble, might could use some.”
“Okay. I’ll drop it in the feed room at the kennel. Oh,  hair color preference?”
“Bay or chestnut.”
“I’ll keep my eyes wide open, brother.”
Ending the call, she maintained a steady fifty miles an  hour. The snowplows kept the main arteries clear, and even  the secondary roads remained in good shape. If the storm  kept up, the volume of snow would overwhelm the state  plows, the dirt roads would become difficult to negotiate,  and even the major highways would be treacherous. Sister  knew that as soon as he hung up the phone, Shaker would  pull on his down jacket, tighten the scarf around his throat,  jam that old lumberjack hat on his head, and crank up the  huge old tractor with the snowplow. He’d keep their farm  road open, not an easy task; it was a mile from the state  road back to the farm, and there were the kennels and the  farm roads to clear out, plus the road through the orchard.  Apart from being a fine huntsman, Shaker was a hard  worker who could think for himself.
She pulled into the co-op’s macadam parking lot, trucks  lined up, backs to ramp. The ramps, raised two feet above  the bed of a pickup, made it easy for the co-op workers to  toss in heavy bags of feed, seed, whatever people needed.  Huge delivery trucks fit the ramps perfectly. A man could  take a dolly and roll straight into the cavernous storage  area.
Each section of the co-op had its own building. The fertilizer section off to the side even housed a shed for delivery and spreading trucks. The special seed section was to  the right of the fertilizer building. Catty-corner to both  these buildings stood the main brick building, which contained animal food, gardening supplies, and work clothes.
As Sister pushed open the door to the main section, she  saw many people she knew, all doing the same thing as she.
Alice Ramy, owner of a farm not far from Sister’s, rolled  her cart over. “Heard you chased an interested quarry  today. I always did think Donnie Sweigert’s elevator didn’t  go all the way to the top.”
“Poor fellow. He was stiff with fear.” Sister laughed.  “He thought the hounds would tear him apart.”
“Would we miss him?” Alice tartly remarked.
“I reckon we would. Now Alice, all souls are equal before God.”
They both laughed, then rolled down separate aisles to  wrap up their shopping before the storm worsened.
As Sister reached for milk replacer, another cart whizzed  by her before stopping.
“Jane Arnold,” a deep voice called.
She turned to look into the liquid brown eyes of Gray  Lorillard, a man of African American descent. Gray was  the name of his maternal family, and everyone had always  teased him about it when he was a kid. Few teased him  these days; he was a powerful, wealthy tax lawyer and partner in a top-notch Washington, D.C., firm.
“Gray, how good to see you. We hardly ever do see you.  Home for Christmas?”
He leaned on his cart. “I retired.”
“I hadn’t heard that. How wonderful.”
“Well, I turned sixty-five last August, and I said, ‘I don’t  want to do this for the rest of my life.’ I want to farm. Took  me this long to wrap things up. Kept the apartment in   D.C., still do consulting, but Sister, I am so glad to be  back.”
“Will you be at the old home place?” She referred to the  Lorillard farm, which abutted the eastern side of After All,  the Bancrofts’ enormous estate.
He looked her directly in the eyes. “Have you seen it?”  “I drive by.” She tactfully did not mention its state of disrepair.
“Sam didn’t even change the lightbulbs when they blew  out.” He breathed in, lowering his voice. “I won’t be living  there with him, though I think he’s beat the bottle this time.  God, I hope so.”
“I’m amazed he’s still alive,” Sister honestly replied.
“Me, too.” He smiled, his features softening. “I expect  this storm will have us all holed up. But it has to end sometime.” He hesitated a moment. “When it does, may I take  you to lunch at the club? We can catch up.”
“I hope it ends tomorrow.” She smiled.
All the way home, Sister thought about the Lorillards:  Sam, Gray, and Elizabeth, each with different destinies.  Elizabeth, the middle child, married well, a Chicago magazine magnate. She sat on the city council of the expensive  suburb in which she lived, Lake Forest. She evidenced no  interest in the home place, Virginia, or, more pointedly,  Sam. Gray, a good athlete and horseman, won an academic  scholarship to Syracuse, going on to New York University  Law School. Sam, also a good athlete and horseman, won  a scholarship to Michigan, finished up, then returned to attend the University of Virginia’s Darden School of Business.  He couldn’t stay away from the horses, which everyone understood, but he couldn’t stay away from women either.  These disruptions and his ever-escalating drinking seemed  intertwined.
Sister had ridden with Gray and Sam when they were  young. It baffled her how someone like Sam could throw  away his life as he did. Not being an addictive personality,  she failed to understand willful self-destruction.
The Lorillards’ tidy and tight farmhouse had fallen down  about Sam’s ears. Until four months ago, one often found  him down at the old train station, sitting on the baggage  carts knocking back Thunderbird with the other drunks.
It pained Sister to see those men. One, Anthony Tolliver,  had been the first boy she ever danced with and loved. They  remained friends until he lost the battle with the bottle. Anthony, well born, lost everything. On those times when she  did see him, he would smile, happy for her presence. The  fumes from him made her eyes water. She alternated among  disgust, anger, and pity. Bad as he was, Anthony could bring  back wonderful childhood memories. She couldn’t understand why he couldn’t get control of his drinking.
Sister had lived long enough to know you couldn’t save  someone from himself. You can open a door, but he still  must walk through it. It sounded as though Sam had at  long last walked through the door his brother opened for  him.
At the kennels, she unloaded the corn oil. Shaker walked  in. As he took off his cap, snow fell to the floor in white  clumps.
“Thanks for plowing the road.”
“I’ll give it another sweep before the sun goes down.”
“Four-thirty. We’re just on the other side of the solstice.  I miss the light.” Sister stacked the Espilac on the shelf.
“Me, too.” He shook the remaining snow from his cap  as he stamped his boots.
“Ran into Gray Lorillard. Said he’s retired and just moved  back.”
“Ah, that will be a good thing. Maybe he’ll start hunting  again.”
“Hope so. I think he went out with Middleburg Hunt  when he worked in D.C. Anyway, we’re having lunch once  the storm is over. I’ll get the scoop.”
“Where’s my girlfriend?”
She snapped her fingers. “I knew I forgot something.  Next trip.”
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