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CHAPTER ONE

 

The air conditioning in his truck had given up about a hundred miles ago, the twenty dollar can of charger apparently not lasting very long. Damn, he must have a leak. The soft smell of leather and horse wafted from the seat next to him where his old, beat-up saddles sat nestled in saddle bags long faded from wear. The pink and green colors looked garish together, but his younger, teenaged self had picked them out and it seemed foolish to replace something that still worked. The bridle bag holding Prince’s bridles—a pang stabbed his heart as he always did when thinking about the big thoroughbred gelding now gone off to greener pastures in the sky—draped over the saddles. 

Devon Markson had pulled over at a park and ride lot to take a few moments to compose himself. He didn’t want to start his new job hot, sweaty and bawling his eyes out over a horse, though he was certain his new employer at Second Joy Farms, a barn specializing in retraining retired thoroughbred and quarter horse racehorses, would understand. Horse people would, and Joy Blossom, the farm owner, seemed to understand him in ways that he hadn’t even understood himself.

“Working with horses or people, it’s all about listening,” he remembered her saying in her sweet southern drawl that seemed a bit out of place three hours from Little Rock. The farm might be in the middle of nowhere, but that was what he needed right now. A fresh start, a new beginning, somewhere where people only knew him as Devon, a muscled, but wiry, man who had a knack for training horses.

He glanced at his directions again, not quite trusting the voice in his phone to give him the right turns. Another five miles down the highway, then turn onto a gravel road and the farm would be a few miles beyond. Breathing deeply, Devon removed his Cardinals baseball cap and dragged his fingers through his freshly shorn dark brown hair. He put the cap back on the way he might a helmet before a challenging cross country course, and squaring his shoulders as if he were in the start box waiting, pulled back onto the deserted highway. His heart pounded. New jobs were stressful enough, but add a new life on top of it, and in a place like northern Arkansas that could be less than tolerant. 

Devon sighed. He’d known all this going in, but had clicked so well with Joy, her helpers Summer, Kennedy and Scott, it seemed fated that he’d end up here. Either way, he knew he’d be working with good horses and good people. What more could he ask for? Devon chuckled. He knew he could ask for a lot of things, but right now he’d start with good horses and good people and let the rest of it fall into place as it did.

He turned onto the gravel road just as his phone directed and slowed down to keep an eye on the signs. He’d only been to the farm once before, and while it wasn’t hard to find, he wasn’t used to driving on these winding roads, sometimes only with enough room for a single vehicle to pass. The bright rainbow sign announcing Second Joy Farms stood out through some overgrown grasses along the edge of the road, an equally bright mailbox of bright neon pink marking the driveway. Little white flowers planted in a circle around the mailbox made it appear welcoming and if the driveway to the farm screamed Pride, he certainly didn’t mind.  

Parking in front of the barn—he’d find out where he could park permanently later—Devon checked the time on his phone. Good, he was about ten minutes early. He left everything in the truck, including his tablet and laptop, suitcase and a couple small boxes full of photos, books, and trophies, the only things he’d wanted to bring with him. His friend Harley, the only person he regretted leaving behind, had remarked he’d brought more pairs of shoes, riding boots and sneakers, with him than personal effects, and she probably was right. He stepped out of the truck, his Ariat riding sneakers sending up tiny puffs of dust as he crossed to the big double doors in the arena

Joy’s voice rang from the arena just as he crossed the threshold. “Give her a bit more rein. Not a lot. Poor thing doesn’t know what to do when we give her breathing room on the bit. I think she was ridden with her head cranked to the heavens.”

A large chestnut mare with high knee action, her long tail raised and had the burrs been brushed out of it would have streamed behind her like a banner, gave the choppiest trot, her knees drawn up nearly to the middle of her chest, as she circled in the big arena. Her eyes were wide, the whites not quite showing, but it was obvious she was primed to explode.

Summer sat quiet as a church mouse on her back, her hands and legs almost imperceptibly moving to try and guide the horse. Occasionally she’d croon a “there, there. It’s okay. No one will hurt you here,” but oddly, the sound of her soothing voice almost revved up the mare more. 

Joy leaned against the fence and watched them. “I’d like to get her to relax, but not sure that’s going to happen this ride.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Devon, take a look at what my heart got me into trouble with this time. The sales barn said she was sixteen. Don’t know what her job had been before, but judging by the fact she only had one shoe when she ran through the chute, I doubt anyone took care of her. We’re calling her Phoenix.” 

“She’s pretty. Looks too big to be a Saddlebred or other gaited breed. Maybe some fancy draft cross? Wonder if she stopped throwing foals or being flashy enough for the show ring.” Devon stopped next to Joy.

“Your guess is as good as ours. Glad you could make it. Normally Summer’s sweet enough to make anything calm down, but…” Her voice trailed off as the mare circled once more, took a look at Devon and slowed, her head lowering. She blew out a releasing snort. “Oh that’s interesting.”

“I could get my helmet and see if I can get her to relax,” Devon offered. A voice in his head told him that he was asking too much, stepping out of his lane. Then again, Joy had hired him to be a trainer and barn manager for her. 

“We’ve got time this morning. What do you think, Summer?” 

“Sounds good to me.” Summer stopped the mare and dismounted, quickly adjusting the stirrups while Devon went back to his truck. 

No one said anything when he returned with a sparkly purple helmet, put it on, then went into the arena. Summer gave him a leg up and checked his stirrups, then after making sure he was okay, went to stand with Joy. 

Devon sat on Phoenix for a moment, just letting the horse get used to the feel of him on her back. He stroked her neck, sending all the non-threatening vibes he could. Not wanting to crank on her mouth, but knowing she needed bit contact, he picked up the reins. Not as tightly as Summer had, but with just enough contact so Phoenix knew he was there at the end of the lines. He didn’t squeeze his legs, just sat a little lighter in the saddle. Phoenix stepped forward.

The mare took a hesitant step, as if she weren’t sure what her rider expected. She moved stiffly, not using her back and hindquarters. That, Devon knew, could be trained in the future. Right now he hoped she’d relax, ease into the walk, rather than get herself worked up. He’d seen horses like that before, used so roughly they expected that treatment and weren’t sure how to relax and trust their rider. It’d take time, but hopefully Phoenix would come around. Some horses never did fully, and it was a sad thing to experience.

He patted her neck, encouraging her with affection. Her steps grew more sure. He added a bit more contact and encouraged her forward. She stepped into a teeth-rattling, soul-shaking trot. The quickstep might have been appropriate for a saddle seat class, one of the “big lick” ones with a lot of flash and fire. He’d also seen it in a fancy harness class. Sitting on the mare’s back, he still wasn’t sure what breed she was. He didn’t like the jarring movement, and suspected Joy didn’t want her horses moving like that either. He sat a bit more in the seat, still posting to save her back, and relaxed his contact on the bit. The mare slowed. They did a couple of turns around the arena, and then he eased her back to a walk. 

She went reluctantly. Phoenix was a horse who liked to go. But she did, and after another turn of the arena slowed down and even lowered her head to blow a strong breath through her nostrils, the universal symbol of equine release. That was a good start, a really good start, and Devon pulled the mare up by Joy.

“She has potential, I think,” Devon said. “Someone used her very badly.”

“That’s what my gut told me,” Joy replied. “You got more out of her than I expected, just because of how high strung she was.” Joy turned to Summer. “I wonder if she’s a man’s horse?”

“Possibly. She’s just been here a short time.” Summer replied without any malice in her voice. “I liked the way you stayed quiet on her. You didn’t ask for anything that she wasn’t ready to give,” she told Devon.

“Thanks.” Devon dismounted, quickly running the stirrups up the leather and sliding the reins over the mare’s head. Now that it seemed she was done being ridden, the mare stretched out her neck and blew a couple of snorts. She shook all over, as if ridding herself from bad energy. 
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