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CHAPTER ONE

~

. WITHIN the firm walls of flesh that held him prisoner the foal
kicked out angrily. He did not want to be born. The violent
constrictions of the walls of his house, which came unexpectedly,
disturbed his long peaceful growth and put him in a fury, and he
unfolded himself and kicked again and again. ’

He wanted no change. Here was quiet darkness—nothing to
prick and tantalize his eyes. Here was security—no possible harm
could reach him, Here was food without effort or even knowledge
on his part. Here was the softest floating bed to buffer him against
shock. Here was warmth that never fluctuated. Here was—(in
some dim way he felt it)—love and protection from his mother’s
heart. He would not be born.

“Twice before he had foiled the labor pains, and his dam had
resigned herself and had continued to carry him. (She was the

" handsome. sorrel mare called Flicka, belonging to young Ken

McLaughlin of the Goose Bar ranch.) She had stood patiently,
not moving much, up in the Stable Pasture just beyond the corrals.
~ And it had become the habit of everyone at the ranch, Rob and

Nell McLaughlin, and their two boys Howard and Ken, and Gus
and Tim, the hired hands, to walk out to see her every day, to
note how patiently she stood, getting larger and larger, her bright
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and lively nature changed to sombre brooding. If anyone went
near her hindquarters she kicked at them. L
Visitors to the ranch went out to inspect her too. One said to
Nell McLaughlin, “That’s the hugest mare I ever saw.”
“She’s not so huge,” said Nell. “It’s just that she’s carrying a colt
that should have been born in the spring, and here it is, nearly
time for the boys to go back to Laramie to school, and still she
hasn’t foaled.” - , ‘
~ They all agreed that now and then such things happened to
mares and everyone could tell of a case. There was much curiosity
as to what the colt would be like. He surely ought to be a good
one, big and strong and well developed. : :
The laboring mare lay down on the ground. The foal, impose
his will as he might, was helpless. The violent surges continued,
coming at regular intervals, and he was being turged this way and
that as if by intelligent hands, until he took the position of a diver,
front hoofs stretched out and his little muzzle resting on them.

Then he felt pain for the first time and would have struggled and
- kicked if he could have, but he was held in a vise and could not
move. Pressure was strong against him on all sides. There was the
sensation of movement through a passage and suddenly a jar as he
slid out to the earth. ‘

For a moment he was sheltered from the air and the light by the
envelope of membrane in which he was enclosed; then the mare
gained her feet and whirled around and her teeth and tongue
stripped him of the membrane and he began to breath.

From that moment on all that he knew was pain, for the breath-
ing hurt his lungs, and, opening his eyes, they were stabbed by
blinding flashes of light. Terror came when his ear drums were
hammered upon by crashes of thunder, and he reacted by giving
little choking bleats and trying to sit up. Icy rain sluiced upon him.
The hard ground upon which he lay was running with water.

His mother licked and licked him. This warmed him and
brought the blood to the surface of his body. He yearned to be
closer to her and struggled to rise but had not yet the strength.

There was no mercy for him in the skies. It was the collision of
several storms that had ridden up from the lowlands to this high
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- peakof the Wyoming Rocky Mountain Divide. Clusters of purple
, thunderheads struggled mightily, hurling themselves against each
other with detonations that shook the ground. Wide -bands of
intolerable light stabbed from zenith to earth.

But there was mercy for the colt closer by, and he knew it. His
feeble struggles to rise became stronger. His mother’s licking
tongue encouraged him. The yearning to reach the warmth and
shelter of her body grew to a passion—he must, must get to her.

And so, long before the storm was over, the foal had found his
feet. The teat, hot and swollen, was in his mouth. He was safely
anchored; and because of the danger and pain so lately experi-
enced, his awareness was sharpened. Warmth and mxlk were more
than food—they were an ecstasy.

Ken McLaughlin was hunting his mare.

A thin, twelve-year-old boy, with a shock of soft brown hair fall-
ing over dark blue eyes that had a shadow as well as a dream in
them. He stood looking at the place near the corrals where Flicka
should have been and could hardly believe that it was empty, for
more than once a day all through this last month since he had
stopped riding her he had been out to see whether she had foaled,
and she had never been far from her feed box. This afternoon she
had been near the spill of fresh water that ran out of the corral
trough, but now there was no sign of her.

This meant, Ken knew, that her time had come, and his heart
beat a little faster. She had hidden herself away, as all animals
will if they are free, to give birth to her foal with no one to witness .
her labor and pain and victory.

As the boy hesitated there, his eyes scanninig the pine woods that
edged the pasture, his wits were at work. If he had been Flicka and
had wanted to hide, where would he have gone? And immediately
he turned to the woods. Those woods, sparte and free of under-
brush, covered the rocky shoulder of the Stable Pasture where it
sloped away, north, to the little stream called Deercreek which
bounded it, The hill was so precxpltous in places that it formed
low cliffs overhung with twisted pines. At the base of them were
caverns. Ken and Howard knew every foot of these terraced cliffs.
They had beéh there on foot and on horseback. Flicka and High-
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boy—their saddle horses—knew them too, and had become ac-
customed to the steep paths down which they must slide on their -
haunches with the boys clinging to their backs like monkeys; ar

the scramble up, during which the boys kept from sliding off back-

wards only by tangling their fists in the horses’ mapes. =~ .. -
Flicka might be on any one of those narrow shelves or pockets, --

or hidden in one of the little dells at the base of a cliff. She knew

them all.

Ken darted toward the woods. It had just begun to rain. The
boy cast a careless glance at the sky, refused to accept the warning
of what he saw there, telling himself that it would be just a
shower from which the trees would shelter him, and began his
search.

Occasionally he stopped and called her, “Flickal Flicka!” and
then stood listening in that peculiar state of tension which every-.
one feels when they call and are not answered. '

The daylight on those September evenings, held until after
eight o’clock, but this evening there was a murky gloom, and under
some of the trees there were already pockets of darkness into which *
Ken stared for minutes before being sure that no living thing was
there,

The rain pattered like shot on the ground, and presently Ken
heard the long familiar roll of drums in the sky. Suddenly a wind
was roaring. The mass of dark clouds sank toward the earth, then
operted and poured cut torrents of rain. Lightning blazed and
thunder crashed.

The boy, crossing an open dell, caught the full brunt of it and
dove under a projecting, shelf-like rock, which had left a shallow
cave beneath. A small cottontail was sitting primly there for shel-
ter. As Ken shot i in, the cottontail shot out, and the boy, panting,

- drew up his knees and clasped them and- sat looking at the spec-
_ tacle of the storm with an expression of exultation on his thin

eager face. : ‘
Such torrents of water were coming down that presently the
earth was covered. Running streams tore between the trees and
shot off the clifi-tops. A good-sized rivulet swept under Ken’s
sheltering rock, and in a moment he was immersed and drenched.
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He rolled out from under and stood choking and laughing, shak-

. ing the water out of his eyes. Then, since he could be no wetter,

~ hedecided to ignore the storm and continue his search for Flicka.

~ Either the wind was getting colder or the rain was turning to

hail or snow, for his wet jersey was like ice against his skin as he
trotted in and out of the paths-and trees. Often in September
there were snowstorms on the top of the Divide, and it seemed to
him one was coming now. Up here in the high altitude one day
it was snowing and the next like summer.

Ken came upon Flicka in a little dell at the foot of a chff cut by
the narrowest thread of a path. She stood under an over-hanging
tree, but even that could do little to protect her against the rain.
When he saw the foal beside her, he stood staring. There had
never been a white foal born on the Goose Bar Ranch before. He
could hardly believe it. There came a dry fullness in his throat.
Flicka—Flicka’s foal—her first! And not only off color, but whitel
A throwback! It was a shock to him.

He called her name qmeﬂy She turned ber head and he went
to her.

She looked anxiously at the foal. Ken stood staring down at it in
the gathering darkness, White and narrow and with head beaten
down by the pouring rain, tilted toward its mother—it looked as
though it might fall over any minute.

+ Flicka gave a little grunting whinny. Ken could understand her
talk, and he knew she was cold and miserable and worried about
the foal. They should both of them be in the barn, and Flicka
should have a good pail of Lot mash. He wondered if the foal
could follow her up that thread of a path, and coaxed the mare to
try the ascent,

She would not move. Ken put his belt around her neck and led
her up. The little one, coming after her with wavering steps, strug-
gled but could not fellow. Flicka, turning, saw it halted there. She
balked. Ken slipped the belt off her neck and she backed down to
the foal and licked it. :

Somehow the foal must be got up the path. Ken wondered 1f he
‘oould drag or carry it. Often he and Howatd, wrestling with the
ligtle foals as they trained them (part of the work of theu summex
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vacations) would clasp their arms around them, lift them off the
ground. One little fellow Howard had carried all around with its
long legs trailing. But this was an unusually big colt—Ken was
doubtful.

With his hand on Fllcka neck he sidled toward the foal,
speaking soothingly. “There, there, little fellow—wouldn’t hurt
you—don't be frightened—it’s all right, Flicka—wouldn’t hurt
your baby—you know I wouldn’t—"

The mare was excited and anxious and the foal, as Ken’s hand
touched its neck, squealed and tried to struggle away. Ken put
both arms around the wet slippery body and held tight, but lifting
was a differént matter. Still talking to Flicka, who was nickering
nervously, Ken exerted all his strength. Suddenly he had a little
kicking fighting demon in his arms and the foal bared its four
baby teeth and bit his arm.

Ken dropped it. Flicka whirled close and stood protectively over
it. Ken, scolding under his breath and holding his forearm that the
foal’s teeth had pinched, realised that he must get help.

He leaped up the pathtvay. -

Gus and Tim, immediately after the supper dishes had been
washed up, had taken the pick-up and driven over to the Saturday
night dance in Summervale’s barn at Tie Siding. Ken’s mother and
father had gone in to town to dine with Colonel Harris. There
was no one but himself and Howard on the ganch, and the re-
sponsibility was his own because Flicka was his mare, Besides—
this little foal-—this particular foal—at the thought of all that-
depended on him, Ken'’s feet.flew faster, and his eyes, made keen
and knowing by his life on the ranch, gazed at the sky and the
clouds, gauging the storm—

‘The wind was changing, veering ground to the east, and, yes—

‘what he had suspected was happening. Every raindrop now had a

body to it, a little core.of slush—it was changing to snow. It beat
on his face and nearly blinded him. The wind changed its tune,
it rose to a howl, whipping the branches of the pine trees.

But Ken was not cold. The excitement in him made him hot
and swift. He reached the corrals, ran down through the Gorge

to the house, and burst into the warm kitchen where Howard,
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who was interested in increasing the size of his muscles, was read-
ing in a droning voice from a “Hercules” pamphlet.

“Flicka’s colt’s born! You've gotta help me get it int It's down in
the Stable Pasture. Down at the foot of that red cliff—the one you
and I ride up and down!”

Ken paused for breath and Howard stared at him.

Howard always took his time. He glanced down again at the
page opened on the table before him and finished reading ‘Tl alter -
your life—success depends on your bodily development—"

“Gee, Howard! Come along!”

Howard closed the pamphlet and got up from his chair. “Won't
it follow Flicka up the path?”

“It can't. It's too steep. It tried but it can’t make it.”

“Jiminy Christmas!” said Howard, “what'll we do? It might die
if it stays out in this storm all night.”

“We'll carry it!” cried Ken mpauently “Come on! That's what
I came to get you for. We gotta—"

Ken rushed for the door, but Howard yélled, “Say! Wait! You're
soaking wet. You change your clothes first.”

“Aw—there’s not time,” cried Ken at the door. “Come on—
what if I am wet—

Howard went calmly back to the table. “Nothing doing. If you

* don’t change your clothes I won't go I'm not gonna be bawled out

for you catching pneumonia again.”

Ken looked at him despairingly. Howard meant what he said
and was actually sitting down and beg;nmng to study the knotted
body of the magazine Hercules again.

Ken rushed to the middle of the floor and began tearing off his
clothes. He left them there in a heap and ran stark naked from the
room. Howard heard his small bare feet thudding on the stairs. He
presently tore down again with an armful of clothes and a bath
towel. Standing before the stove he rubbed himself dry, pulled on
sweater, pants, boots—and was ready to go. Their slickers and
sou'westers hung on the porch. -

* The two boys ran up the Gorge. Passm the stables Ken hesi-
tated. “He’s a regular little kicking devil," he said doubtfully,
“maybe we'll have to tie him—" He headed into the stables.
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“Bring a lantern!” shouted Howard, and Ken emerged with two
halter-ropes, a halter and lead:rope for Flicka and the stable lan-
tern. ) o
The temperature was falling rapidly. Ken’s face flamed and
burned from the heat within him and the stinging cold without
but he didn’t notice. All he could think of was the white foal—
white—| _

They slithered down the steep path, not much more than a
gully cut by the rain in the cliff, and saw the mare and foal just
as Ken had left them.

“White!” exclaimed Howard, halting just as Ken had done.

“Come on,” said Ken impatiently. :

Trained never to frighten animals, they slowed their pace an
spoke soothingly and quietly to give the mare confidence as they
approached. Her eyes were frightened and anxious. But when Ken
went to her head, she pressed her face against his chest—that little
gesture she had just for him, to tell him that she relied on him and
trusted him, And he held her and told her that they had come to
take her to a warm bed in the stables—her and the foal too—and
that no one would hurt him. '

Ken slipped her halter on and dropped the rope. Then the two
boys together tried to grip the foal but he squealed and bit and
seemed to have a dozen thrashing legs. '

Suddenly Howard slipped and sat down. The colt, too, lost his
footing and fell and Flicka whirled nervously and stood over him.
Ken threw himself on the foal. , ,

“Here, Howard!” he said, keeping his voice calm, “while I'm ly-
ing on him—tie his hind feet together, can you?”

Howard accomplished this, then Ken rolled over and the two
boys tied the front feet and stood up, panting, while Flicka
grunted anxiously over the prone body of her bleating foal.

“We can't ever carry him up that path,” said Howard, lighting
the lantern. “He weighs a ton—never saw such a husky colt. And
is he strong!”

“He sure is,” said Ken proudly, “ought to be—he’s been in there
two months more than a year—just growin’ and eatin’—look
- Howard, we'll have to get him up on Flicka. Shell carry him.” -
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