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“Ms. Gallagher is a strict, highly disciplined writer, and the
tensile quality of her prose often reinforces the sense of
danger—emotional, spiritual and physical—that lingers over
these stories.” —Michiko Kakutani, New York Times

“... moments of homely communion, in Gallagher’s knowing

hands, take on a luminosity approaching transcendence.”
—Emily Leider, San Jose Mercury News

“Gallagher’s stories are like genre paintings.”
—Lauraine Miller, Dallas Morning News

“. .. Gallagher’s poetic sense gives her sentences a richness, a
resonance that complements the more direct relating of events

and empowers them. ... After reading this collection, we
believe it, and that conviction is the measure of Gallagher’s
accomplishment.” —Barry Silesky, Chicago Tribune

“Irony, honesty, sympathy and clean straight-to-the-heart
prose is what informs the stories in this collection. Gallagher is
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didactic, and controlled without being too coolly detached.
... If you're looking for a fine book of stories, The Lover of
Horses will not disappoint you.” —Denise Gess, Philadelphia Inquirer
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The Lover of Horses

THEY sAY MY GREAT-GRANDFATHER WAS A Gypsy, but the
most popular explanation for his behavior was that he
was a drunk. How else could the women have kept up
the scourge of his memory all these years, had they not
had the usual malady of our family to blame? Probably
he was both, a gypsy and a drunk.

Still, I have reason to believe the gypsy in him had
more to do with the turn his life took than his drinking. I
used to argue with my mother about this, even though
most of the information I have about my great-grand-
father came from my mother, who got it from her mother.
A drunk, I kept telling her, would have had no initiative.
He would simply have gone down with his failures and

1



2 e The Lover of Horses

had nothing to show for it. But my great-grandfather had
eleven children, surely a sign of industry, and he was a
lover of horses. He had so many horses he was what
people called ““horse poor.”

I did not learn, until I traveled to where my family
originated at Collenamore in the west of Ireland, that my
great-grandfather had most likely been a “whisperer,” a
breed of men among the gypsies who were said to possess
the power of talking sense into horses. These men had no
fear of even the most malicious and dangerous horses. In
fact, they would often take the wild animal into a closed
stall in order to perform their skills.

Whether a certain intimacy was needed or whether the
whisperers simply wanted to protect their secret conver-
sations with horses is not known. One thing was certain
—that such men gained power over horses by whispering.
What they whispered no one knew. But the effectiveness
of their methods was renowned, and anyone for counties
around who had an unruly horse could send for a whis-
perer and be sure that the horse would take to heart
whatever was said and reform his behavior from that day
forth.

By all accounts, my great-grandfather was like a huge
stallion himself, and when he went into a field where a
herd of horses was grazing, the horses would suddenly lift
their heads and call to him. Then his bearded mouth
would move, and though he was making sounds that
could have been words, which no horse would have had
reason to understand, the horses would want to hear; and
one by one they would move toward him across the open
space of the field. He could turn his back and walk down
the road, and they would follow him. He was probably
drunk my mother said, because he was swaying and
mumbling all the while. Sometimes he would stop dead-
still in the road and the horses would press up against him
and raise and lower their heads as he moved his lips. But
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because these things were only seen from a distance, and
because they have eroded in the telling, it is now impos-
sible to know whether my great-grandfather said any-
thing of importance to the horses. Or even if it was his
whispering that had brought about their good behavior.
Nor was it clear, when he left them in some barnyard as
suddenly as he’d come to them, whether they had arrived
at some new understanding of the difficult and complex
relationship between men and horses.

Only the aberrations of my great-grandfather’s rela-
tionship with horses have survived—as when he would
bathe in the river with his favorite horse or when, as my
grandmother told my mother, he insisted on conceiving
his ninth child in the stall of a bay mare named Redwing.
Not until I was grown and going through the family Bible
did I discover that my grandmother had been this ninth
child, and so must have known something about the mat-
ter.

These oddities in behavior lead me to believe that when
my great-grandfather, at the age of fifty-two, abandoned
his wife and family to join a circus that was passing
through the area, it was not simply drunken bravado, nor
even the understandable wish to escape family obliga-
tions. I believe the gypsy in him finally got the upper
hand, and it led to such a remarkable happening that no
one in the family has so far been willing to admit it: not
the obvious transgression—that he had run away to join
the circus—but that he was in all likelihood a man who
had been stolen by a horse.

This is not an easy view to sustain in the society we live
in. But I have not come to it frivolously, and have some
basis for my belief. For although I have heard the story of
my great-grandfather’s defection time and again since
childhood, the one image which prevails in all versions is
that of a dappled gray stallion that had been trained to
dance a variation of the mazurka. So impressive was this
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animal that he mesmerized crowds with his sliding step-
and-hop to the side through the complicated figures of
the dance, which he performed, not in the way of Lippi-
zaners—with other horses and their riders—but riderless
and with the men of the circus company as his partners.

It is known that my great-grandfather became one of
these dancers. After that he was reputed, in my mother’s
words, to have gone ‘“completely to ruin.” The fact that
he walked from the house with only the clothes on his
back, leaving behind his own beloved horses (twenty-
nine of them to be exact), further supports my idea that a
powerful force must have held sway over him, something
more profound than the miseries of drink or the harsh
imaginings of his abandoned wife.

Not even the fact that seven years later he returned and
knocked on his wife’s door, asking to be taken back,
could exonerate him from what he had done, even
though his wife did take him in and looked after him until
he died some years later. But the detail that no one takes
note of in the account is that when my great-grandfather
returned, he was carrying a saddle blanket and the black
plumes from the headgear of one of the circus horses. This
passes by even my mother as simply a sign of the ridicu-
lousness of my great-grandfather’s plight—for after all, he
was homeless and heading for old age as a ‘““good for
nothing drunk”” and a ““fool for horses.”

No one has bothered to conjecture what these curious
emblems—saddle blanket and plumes—must have meant
to my great-grandfather. But he hung them over the foot
of his bed—"like a fool,” my mother said. And sometimes
when he got very drunk he would take up the blanket
and, wrapping it like a shawl over his shoulders, he
would grasp the plumes. Then he would dance the ma-
zurka. He did not dance in the living room but took him-
self out into the field, where the horses stood at attention



The Lover of Horses & 5

and watched as if suddenly experiencing the smell of the
sea or a change of wind in the valley. “Drunks don’t care
what they do,” my mother would say as she finished her
story about my great-grandfather. ‘“Talking to a drunk is
like talking to a stump.”

Ever since my great-grandfather’s outbreaks of gypsy-
necessity, members of my family have been stolen by
things—by mad ambitions, by musical instruments, by
otherwise harmless pursuits from mushroom hunting to
childbearing or, as was my father’s case, by the more
easily recognized and popular obsession with card play-
ing. To some extent, I still think it was failure of imagina-
tion in this respect that brought about his diminished
prospects in the life of our family.

But even my mother had been powerless against the
attraction of a man so convincingly driven. When she met
him at a birthday dance held at the country house of one
of her young friends, she asked him what he did for a
living. My father pointed to a deck of cards in his shirt
pocket and said, ““I play cards.” But love is such as it is,
and although my mother was otherwise a deadly practical
woman, it seemed she could fall in love with no man but
my father.

So it is possible that the propensity to be stolen is some-
what contagious when ordinary people come into contact
with people such as my father. Though my mother loved
him at the time of the marriage, she soon began to behave
as if she had been stolen from a more fruitful and upright
life which she was always imagining might have been
hers.

My father’s card playing was accompanied, to no one’s
surprise, by bouts of drinking. The only thing that may
have saved our family from a life of poverty was the fact
that my father seldom gambled with money. Such were
his charm and powers of persuasion that he was able to
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convince other players to accept his notes on everything
from the fish he intended to catch next season to the sale
of his daughter’s hair.

I know about this last wager because I remember the
day he came to me with a pair of scissors and said it was
time to cut my hair. Two snips and it was done. I cannot
forget the way he wept onto the backs of his hands and
held the braids together like a broken noose from which
a life had suddenly slipped. I was thirteen at the time and
my hair had never been cut. It was his pride and joy that
I had such hair. But for me it was only a burdensome
difference between me and my classmates, so I was glad
to be rid of it. What anyone else could have wanted with
my long shiny braids is still a mystery to me.

When my father was seventy-three he fell ill and the
doctors gave him only a few weeks to live. My father was
convinced that his illness had come on him because he’d
hit a particularly bad losing streak at cards. He had lost
heavily the previous month, and items of value, mostly
belonging to my mother, had disappeared from the house.
He developed the strange idea that if he could win at cards
he could cheat the prediction of the doctors and live at
least into his eighties.

By this time I had moved away from home and made
a life for myself in an attempt to follow the reasonable
dictates of my mother, who had counseled her children
severely against all manner of rash ambition and foolhar-
diness. Her entreaties were leveled especially in my direc-
tion since I had shown a suspect enthusiasm for a certain
pony at around the age of five. And it is true I felt I had
lost a dear friend when my mother saw to it that the
neighbors who owned this pony moved it to pasture else-
where.

But there were other signs that I might wander off into
unpredictable pursuits. The most telling of these was that
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I refused to speak aloud to anyone until the age of eleven.
I whispered everything, as if my mind were a repository
of secrets which could only be divulged in this intimate
manner. If anyone asked me a question, I was always
polite about answering, but I had to do it by putting my
mouth near the head of my inquisitor and using only my
breath and lips to make my reply.

My teachers put my whispering down to shyness and
made special accommodations for me. When it came time
for recitations I would accompany the teacher into the
cloakroom and there whisper to her the memorized verses
or the speech I was to have prepared. God knows, I might
have continued on like this into the present if my mother
hadn’t plotted with some neighborhood boys to put burrs
into my long hair. She knew by other signs that I had a
terrible temper, and she was counting on that to deliver
me into the world where people shouted and railed at one
another and talked in an audible fashion about things
both common and sacred.

When the boys shut me into a shed, according to plan,
there was nothing for me to do but to cry out for help and
to curse them in a torrent of words I had only heard used
by adults. When my mother heard this she rejoiced,
thinking that at last she had broken the treacherous hold
of the past over me, of my great-grandfather’s gypsy blood
and the fear that against all her efforts I might be stolen
away, as she had been, and as my father had, by some as
yet unforeseen predilection. Had I not already experi-
enced the consequences of such a life in our household, I
doubt she would have been successful, but the advantages
of an ordinary existence among people of a less volatile
nature had begun to appeal to me.

It was strange, then, that after all the care my mother
had taken for me in this regard, when my father’s illness
came on him, my mother brought her appeal to me. ““Can
you do something?” she wrote, in her cramped, left-
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handed scrawl. ““He’s been drinking and playing cards for
three days and nights. I am at my wit’s end. Come home
at once.”

Somehow I knew this was a message addressed to the
very part of me that most baffled and frightened my
mother—the part that belonged exclusively to my father
and his family’s inexplicable manias.

When I arrived home my father was not there.

“He’s at the tavern. In the back room,” my mother
said. ““He hasn’t eaten for days. And if he’s slept, he hasn’t
done it here.”

I made up a strong broth, and as I poured the steaming
liquid into a Thermos I heard myself utter syllables and
other vestiges of language which I could not reproduce if
I wanted to. “What do you mean by that?”” my mother
demanded, as if a demon had leapt out of me. “What did
you say?”’ I didn’t—I couldn’t—answer her. But sud-
denly I felt that an unsuspected network of sympathies
and distant connections had begun to reveal itself to me
in my father’s behalf.

There is a saying that when lovers have need of moon-
light, it is there. So it seemed, as I made my way through
the deserted town toward the tavern and card room, that
all nature had been given notice of my father’s predica-
ment, and that the response I was waiting for would not
be far off.

But when I arrived at the tavern and had talked my
way past the barman and into the card room itself, I saw
that my father had an enormous pile of blue chips at his
elbow. Several players had fallen out to watch, heavy-
lidded and smoking their cigarettes like weary gangsters.
Others were slumped on folding chairs near the coffee urn
with its empty ““Pay Here”’ styrofoam cup.

My father’s cap was pushed to the back of his head so
that his forehead shone in the dim light, and he grinned
over his cigarette at me with the serious preoccupation of
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a child who has no intention of obeying anyone. And why
should he, I thought as I sat down just behind him and
loosened the stopper on the Thermos. The five or six play-
ers still at the table casually appraised my presence to see
if it had tipped the scales of their luck in an even more
unfavorable direction. Then they tossed their cards aside,
drew fresh cards, or folded.

In the center of the table were more blue chips, and
poking out from my father’s coat pocket I recognized the
promissory slips he must have redeemed, for he leaned to
me and in a low voice, without taking his eyes from his
cards, said, “I'm having a hell of a good time. The time of
my life.”

He was winning. His face seemed ravaged by the effort,
but he was clearly playing on a level that had carried the
game far beyond the realm of mere card playing and
everyone seemed to know it. The dealer cocked an eye-
brow as I poured broth into the plastic Thermos cup and
handed it to my father, who slurped from it noisily, then
set it down.

“Tell the old kettle she’s got to put up with me a few
more years,” he said, and lit up a fresh cigarette. His eyes
as he looked at me, however, seemed over-brilliant, as if
doubt, despite all his efforts, had gained a permanent seat
at his table. I squeezed his shoulder and kissed him hur-
riedly on his forehead. The men kept their eyes down,
and as I paused at the door, there was a shifting of chairs
and a clearing of throats. Just outside the room I nearly
collided with the barman, who was carrying in a fresh
round of beer. His heavy jowls waggled as he recovered
himself and looked hard at me over the icy bottles. Then
he disappeared into the card room with his provisions.

I took the long way home, finding pleasure in the fact
that at this hour all the stoplights had switched onto a
flashing-yellow caution cycle. Even the teenagers who
usually cruised the town had gone home or to more se-
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cluded spots. Doubt, 1 kept thinking as I drove with my
father’s face before me, that’s the real thief. And I knew
my mother had brought me home because of it, because
she knew that once again a member of our family was
about to be stolen.

Two more days and nights I ministered to my father at
the card room. I would never stay long because I had the
fear myself that I might spoil his luck. But many unspo-
ken tendernesses passed between us in those brief appear-
ances as he accepted the nourishment I offered, or when
he looked up and handed me his beer bottle to take a swig
from—a ritual we’d shared since my childhood.

My father continued to win—to the amazement of the
local barflies who poked their faces in and out of the card
room and gave the dwindling three or four stalwarts who
remained at the table a commiserating shake of their
heads. There had never been a winning streak like it in
the history of the tavern, and indeed, we heard later that
the man who owned the card room and tavern had to sell
out and open a fruit stand on the edge of town as a result
of my father’s extraordinary good luck.

Twice during this period my mother urged the doctor
to order my father home. She was sure my father would,
at some fateful moment, risk the entire winnings in some
mad rush toward oblivion. But his doctor spoke of a new
““gaming therapy’’ for the terminally ill, based on my fa-
ther’s surge of energies in the pursuit of his gambling.
Little did he know that my father was, by that stage,
oblivious to even his winning, he had gone so far into
exhaustion.

Luckily for my father, the hour came when, for lack of
players, the game folded. Two old friends drove him
home and helped him down from the pickup. They
paused in the driveway, one on either side of him, letting
him steady himself. When the card playing had ended
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there had been nothing for my father to do but to get
drunk.

My mother and I watched from the window as the men
steered my father toward the hydrangea bush at the side
of the house, where he relieved himself with perfect pre-
cision on one mammoth blossom. Then they hoisted him
up the stairs and into the entryway. My mother and I
took over from there.

““Give ‘em hell, boys,” my father shouted after the men,
concluding some conversation he was having with him-
self.

“You betcha,” the driver called back, laughing. Then
he climbed with his companion into the cab of his truck
and roared away.

Tied around my father’s waist was a cloth sack full of
bills and coins which flapped and jingled against his knees
as we bore his weight between us up the next flight of
stairs and into the living room. There we deposited him
on the couch, where he took up residence, refusing to
sleep in his bed—for fear, my mother claimed, that death
would know where to find him. But I preferred to think
he enjoyed the rhythms of the household; from where he
lay at the center of the house, he could overhear all con-
versations that took place and add his opinions when he
felt like it.

My mother was so stricken by the signs of his further
decline that she did everything he asked, instead of argu-
ing with him or simply refusing. Instead of taking his
winnings straight to the bank so as not to miss a day’s
interest, she washed an old goldfish bowl and dumped all
the money into it, most of it in twenty-dollar bills. Then
she placed it on the coffee table near his head so he could
run his hand through it at will, or let his visitors do the
same.

““Money feels good on your elbow,” he would say to



