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This book is dedicated 

to all those who are anxious, 

hurting or stuck in the muck...

those who could use a bit of magic.
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AT THE ‘BOOM BOOM’ of metal doors on a box truck blasting open, my heart began to race. Flashes of fists pounding my face and gut, and painful hair pulls, while being rammed against metal lockers, rushed to mind. A lightning bolt of terror shot through me as the words, ‘Why didn’t you follow orders, Talia?’ sprang to mind, said with such malice and fury that droplets of spit had shot through clenched teeth, hitting my face as a precursor of the sheer torture coming my way. 

Jerked around in a dizzying time warp, tossing me from past to present, past to present, past...to...present, I just stood there...frozen, shaking, and gasping for air. I couldn’t catch my breath as everyone whooshed past me to unload supplies for Sunnybrook Farm. My hand flew to the back of my head, scratching at the lumpy scar of a gash that had required a few stitches, suddenly stinging anew. 

No, not supplies. Not. 

Something. Else. Didn’t care what.

“Hey, guys! Check out this super cool stuff Mama just snagged at auction,” the therapeutic riding volunteer here named Aisha shrilled as she hopped out of the passenger side of the white beast that had Trash to Treasure and a swirly flourish in navy blue on its sides. I think she and her twin bro Devon are thirteen. Or, almost. I don’t know. I can’t keep track. There are way too many of these young, eager helpers around to know. It’s all a blur. “Y’all are gonna flip,” she added. Her natural springy black curls bounced like field heather in a gust, and her coppery hands didn’t stop moving as she spoke, causing sunlight to glint off her glittery aqua fingernails. “She’ll give us whatever she doesn’t want.”

The diverse bunch of do-gooders hopped inside to inspect the haul as my lungs became a hot mess of short, wheezy intakes and dry coughing. I bolted in the opposite direction, racing to get outta there, to my safe haven: the tack room in the small barn. It has become my quiet zone to regroup. Here, free to be alone, I could unwind—hopefully, unwind—from this ever-whirling, body-stifling anxiety. It lived with me now as a boa constrictor, slinking up my body, coiling tight, choking my throat, strangling the very life out of me, any chance it got. Would I ever, ever be whole, cool, or calm again? Nope. Big-time doubt it.

I breathed and breathed and breathed. My heart was pounding like war drums. My therapist Doctor Jill told me to try different tension-zapping techniques because breathing exercises can actually worsen panic attacks for some people, but focusing on slowing my thoughts down and sucking in air, very, very slowly did help me somewhat. A little. Sometimes.

“Talia,” Emily cried after me from somewhere out there. 

Due to her stiff legs from cerebral palsy, the short redhead, yet another volunteer here, likely did not hop into the truck with the others. Getting up there would’ve been tricky for her, if not, impossible. I worried she’d come after me, her voice so filled with concern, having been the only one to notice my grand escape, but she let me go. Or...seemed to. For now. Uh, thank goodness. 

Emily is quieter and a little nerdy like me. The internet sleuth and robot-building genius also loves barrel racing with her adopted mustang, Galaxy, who boards here. When she does speak, she tells me all about the wild horses out west where she visited last year or details the good deeds she and her friends do in something they call Angels Club. She talks, and I listen. And she doesn’t try to push me.

I pressed my hand to my parched throat and closed my eyes while sucking in the sweet fragrances of hay and leather that I cherish, then quickly opened the bottle from the satchel slung around my torso and tossed back some sips of cool water. Aaahhh. My hand was shaking so much, dribbles spilled onto my lilac tank top and long, mousy brown hair that was evenly parted and drawn to the front, but I didn’t even care. Spiked nerves had my skin suddenly pestered by things that I didn’t otherwise notice like the wispy baby hairs by my ears, drawing a rough rub on each side.

This farm is supposed to be therapeutic. It had better be! Doc had prodded me to step outside of my comfort zone. A bit. She’d meant to take a small step, but I’d taken a big, mondo leap instead, plunking myself into a stay here, which had a couple slots open each summer for like a sleep-away camp focused on horsemanship. Was this a mistake? Most likely. Pretty stupid. I feel like I’m drowning. My iffy week and a half here had me doubting the “magic” I keep hearing about from Kat and Wohali whose parents own this place. But I must get my broken brain fixed, pronto, and I only have a few weeks to do it. 

I couldn’t stomach the thought of going to school ever again, but before the bullying reached its worst, I had already applied to this private academy for high school that has elite sports, too, like polo, equestrian, and crew. My mom submitted my ribbon-winning dressage and equitation tapes, and I easily scored a scholarship for their equestrian team, which is most helpful at present, since a ton of funds just went into the launch of her dream bakery and custom cake biz. Since I’d still have to pay half the tuition at the academy, plus, room and board and other class fees, my parents wouldn’t be able to squirrel away enough for my college education. A month before my beatdown, I had even done a shadow day. Several girls were super nice to me, but I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone. Not anymore. Not even the kids here, though they do seem friendly and fun. I don’t trust horses, either, unfortunately, since they’re so unpredictable and prone to being spooked. I’m terrified of getting hurt again, both physically and emotionally. But if I don’t get my act together and return to my norm, I’ll lose my only shot. I really, really don’t wanna keep homeschooling, which was how I finished out my year. It totally bites. What am I gonna do? I can’t ride. I can barely speak. I can’t even function. 

I took one last quick sip of water and smeared the back of my hand across my lips before returning the bottle to my satchel. I then coiled my hair, which was starting to feel so hot, thick, and heavy, into a twisty bun and secured it with the scrunchy from my wrist to get it off my sweaty neck. 

From what I gather, this farm in Massachusetts primarily supports kids with physical challenges, but my probs run much deeper, hidden in a secret hideout I never let anyone see. Well, except for Doc. She told me the terror from the attack would fade, given time. Will it? Not so sure. Wish I could just, with one good huff, push out the fear that grips me and sticks to everything like goopy hot fudge. I’d heard about these kids and this farm online. They do all sorts of anti-bullying efforts in addition to volunteering in therapy and serving their community with acts of kindness, so it seemed like the perfect place for me to heal. Plus, there are horses here. But now...uhhh...I don’t know. What if this doesn’t work? 

No. It has to! It must. 

I looked down at the soft, sweeping brush of fuzz against my leg to find a barn cat purring for attention. I bent to give the gray feline a finger flutter between the ears. Cats seem to be the only animals that don’t freak me out these days. Wohali, the biracial kid the McKinleys adopted out of foster care a couple of months ago, has a dog, Buddy, that’s still quite in the puppy stage, jumping up on people’s legs in excitement, which makes it unpredictable. Hate such surprises. That’s why I’ve even come to fear things like birds or butterflies. They flit and zoom. Cats...cats are mostly chill.

The litter of five kittens born in the loft to a stray named Poof, who showed up in the rain out of nowhere a couple weeks back, brought me some peace of mind. When fear reaches its max, I like to climb up there, sit on a bale of hay, and play with them, especially my favorite, a butterscotch beauty with a super fluffy striped face and blue eyes that I secretly named Pudding—rare coloring for a female. The wispy white under her chin goes all the way down her belly and covers her paws as if she’d stepped in a bowl of whipped cream. Kat is trying to socialize them with lots of human interaction so they can be adopted out. Poof doesn’t seem as near-feral as the other three barn cats who chose to live on this farm, so I was surprised to find this fat cat, Smokey, doing figure eights around my legs instead of running from my attempted pets. He did keep ducking, though, while fighting an itch to flee. “Okay, okay. Gotcha. Sorry, Smoke.” I straightened up so as not to stress him out and blew a few kisses instead. He remained with me for another few seconds before leaving to go on the prowl for a snack.

I’d never suffered from anxiety before, and hardly worried about anything to be honest, until that terrible day. I just know the kids here think I’m a freak. I’ve tried my best to hide my issues from them, but the panic that wells up at random pretty much gives it away. They give me space, though. 

Or...so I thought. 

I groaned when footfalls crunched the loose strands of hay on the cement floor. I knew by the slower pace, rustling, and thump-thumps that it was Em. “Hey, Talia. You okay?”

“Yep. Yep,” I spat, then curled my lips in at her lengthy, soft sigh, as she was obviously just being nice and was now trying to determine what to do. “The truck noise...it just...spooked me. That’s all. The bangs. Just needed a minute.”

“Oh. Oh, right. Did that zip you back to, um, when...when you got beat up at school?”

I gawked and whirled out of the tack room with my eyes launching rockets. “What! Oh. My. Gosh. Seriously? My mom blabbed all the tea about me to Mrs. M or something? She is unbelievable!” I cried, palming my hot cheeks. I hated that Kat & Wohali’s mom, Mrs. McKinley, knew all the details and had told everyone. That had to be how Emily knew.

Her eyes blinked rapidly as the thirteen-year-old’s pale, freckled cheeks pinked. “I mean, she...probably did. Kat’s mom did give us a heads-up before you arrived. My friends and I do all sorts of anti-bullying initiatives, but we’ve never met anyone who was assaulted before...or...ended up in the hospital. I’m so, so sorry that happened to you. That is straight-up evil.”

I shook my head as tears stung behind my tightly shut lids and crept out. “Uggkkk! I hate her. I told her not to tell. I just...didn’t want anyone to know about it, all right? Not all that. It’s way too traumatizing and embarrassing.”

“Embarrassing?” She blew at a loose curl, then tucked it behind her ear. “But...it wasn’t your fault. I can totally understand you being a mess at the moment. It might help if you talk to someone about it, though.”

I glared at her through slim lids, surely darkening the warm irises that Cody once said looked like a “‘Pssshhooo’...autumn explosion.” Cody. The start of it all. “My therapist knows. That’s enough.”

“I mean, a peer. A friend.” 

I growled and pressed my lips together. I don’t have friends! My go-to mode was to keep the dross all bottled up, but everything just sort of tumbled out in a rush. “Well, you should at least get my take on it, instead of my annoying blabbermouth mom’s. She doesn’t know squat! Anyway...a new cute boy, Cody, with sandy blond hair and blue eyes, showed up at school one day, lookin’ kinda shy. I could tell by his RIP Never Forget Pluto t-shirt that he was into space like me.”

“Oh, yeah! That would’ve hooked me, too. I so love space.”

“I know. That’s one detail I can easily remember about any of y’all around here. Well...I decided to reach out to the military brat transfer and be a friend, since he was mostly being ignored by everyone else. And, out of nowhere, I started getting bullied! First, it was pranks: water spilled into my locker, carpenter ants in my book bag, things like that.”

“Err. Ants? Oh no! Gross.” She raised her palms and shook her head with her tongue out. “I can’t even. Blah.”

“For realz. Nearly hurled. Then, I started getting threatening notes, and I was being stalked and trolled online, too. I was warned to stay away from him. And since things continued to escalate, and I didn’t know who was out for my blood, I aimed to ignore the dude, trying to come across as too busy rather than mean. But he still kept talking to me...in the cafeteria, at the start of any of our shared classes, in P.E. I’d always prided myself as someone who stands up to bullies, ya know? I’m the type to fight for the underdog. But, suddenly, I was the underdog, and I didn’t even know who my bullies were or what was going on...until...until that day. Three of The Chicks,” I stressed with a sneer and a scoff, “a clique of popular girls in school, encircled and trapped me. Hayley, the queen bee of them all, said, “Why didn’t you follow orders, Talia? I told you to stay away from Cody, but you are not listening,” and then, she pushed me hard into the lockers. “I like him. Couldn’t you tell? And I called dibs!” I pushed back. Then, they all trounced on me at once, beating me up as an enraged horde that I couldn’t fight off. They did their worst, and I...I didn’t know how to stop it. I...never went back. Heard they got expelled. Zero tolerance and all. Others remain, though. The Chicks are the type best avoided ’cause they carry themselves with a formidable, don’t-cross-me demeanor and can be mean. You just know to never bother them and stay outta their way. I had not known them to harm anyone before, though. I’d never seen it anyway. When they bullied someone, it was with words. That day was different. Hallway cams caught it all.”

“Oh, wow! That’s...so horrible. I’m so very sorry that happened to you.” She bounded forward and hugged me tightly. I stiffened, but then, I realized that it felt pretty good, and that I needed it. I quickly sniffed drips from my nose. 

“Yeah. I might be going to this boarding school that has an equestrian team ’cause I absolutely loathed homeschooling, but I just...don’t know. I...” I zipped my lips and shook my head. “Never mind. And so, nearly anything can yank me back to that moment of total terror and agony. And the loud bangs just...tanked me. Please, please don’t tell everyone else all that, Em. Please! You’re the only one I trust. I don’t want everyone seeing me as some wimp or weirdo.”

She pulled back and bobbed her head. “Uh...okay. I mean, they’d all understand and support you, but I won’t say a word to anyone. If you don’t want.”

“I don’t. Thanks.” I jolted at the truck doors slamming and the engine rumble starting again.

Emily gently clutched my arm for support. “Must’ve gotten all they wanted.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said with a shrug. 

Aisha and Kat stiffened my spine as they came into view shrilling, carrying an old, ornate trunk into the barn. My barn. 

“Where’s Wohali?” Em craned her neck. “I don’t see him.”

“Tearing up the basement for a hammer and nail, most likely,” Aisha replied. “He darted off with his new framed Plains Indians painting.” 

Oh, that’s right. Wohali’s big into anything indigenous. A Cherokee teen—River—volunteers here, too, who I think is dating Kat, or...they seem pretty chummy and eye-lash-batty at each other, to me, anyway. Wohali never shuts up about River’s grandfather, whom he calls E do di. He goes on and on and on about the elder’s vast collection of relics and all his stories.

“Hey, check this thing out, guys,” Kat, the fourteen-year-old, cried, puffing air into her frizzy blonde curtain bangs. The rest of her thick waves were held back and somewhat tamed in a French braid. “Looks like a flipping pirate chest, huh? Isn’t it the coolest?” 

With its rustic wood grain, curved top, patina strips, and dull golden latches, accents, and nail-head detail, it pretty much did.

“Mama scored the best lot ever with her bid at an estate auction two towns over after the owner’s death and she doesn’t want it,” Aisha said. “So, she gave this to us.”

“Oh, wow. It’s glorious,” Em said with wide eyes. “We could sure put it to use around here. For horse blankets or the show props like mane ribbons and regalia.”

“Yeah! Great idea, Em,” Kat chirped.

“What’s in it?” I inquired. 

“Not a thing,” Kat cried, undoing a latch. “Empty.” She lifted the lid. “See?”

“But...I thought...I heard something. I...could’a sworn.” I said with a head shake.

“Nope,” Kat laughed in reply, totally giving, ‘neigh’. “‘Nada’, as our Latina friend, Jacinda, says for ‘nothing’.”

“I met Jacinda already,” I said with a nod. “And I do know that Spanish word, and a couple others she taught me. She’s at the beach today with her mom and sister.”

Kat and Aisha lifted the trunk by the leather handles and shook it hard, laughing, but they both gasped when they heard what I had: the soft shuffling of something sliding against wood. They set it down again. 

Kat lifted the top and examined the inside from different angles. “What? I don’t get it. It’s empty.”

“Or...so it seems,” Em said, sounding totally puzzled. “But...it’s clearly not. Where’s the stuff?”

I scratched my goose-bumped arm as I suggested, “Uh, when people traveled in the past, they’d often hide valuables in unseen places. There could be a hidden compartment somewhere.”

“Yeah. There must be,” Aisha said, followed by a lip bite and nod, backing up my idea. “Cool. Maybe in the bottom?”

Kat moved her hands around the bottom of the trunk while I felt along the outer sides. “Seems like that’s where the sound came from, but where is it?” she cried.

“Hmm. I don’t feel anything either,” I said. “How on earth are we gonna access it? Don’t wanna bust it. Like you said, it could be of some use around here.”

“I...don’t know,” Kat said, tapping her lip as if searching for the best answer. Coming up empty, she clapped and hopped once. “But...we really don’t have time to figure it out now. Dad’s trailering a new horse home and should be here any minute.”

“What? A new horse?” Emily cried with a beaming smile and a flash of excitement. She tented her palms over her button nose.

“Yep,” Kat said. “You know we’re creating a new rescue program, in addition to the therapeutic program.”

“I thought that was gonna be next spring,” Aisha said, her tone pinched with confusion.

“It was,” Kat replied, “but, you know how unpredictable things can be in the horse world. An emergency situation demanded our immediate assistance.”

“Oh no! What’s the deal?” Em inquired.

“Not sure. Got a condensed version from my mom. This pinto was bullied, beat up, and injured in a transport it likely wasn’t supposed to be in. Poor gelding is, understandably, freaked, and now, he’s hard to handle. Dad snagged him, made some calls, but no one wants to take him.”

“We’ll take on any bullied rejects, huh?” Aisha said. “Not afraid of any challenge.”

“Bullied and beat up?” Emily chucked her watery gaze to mine. An unspoken story scrolled between us in a surprising collab. “Aahhh, that’s...awful. The poor thing.”

At the wave of mixed emotions, I covered my mouth to block the scream that longed to blast out just as tears spilled down my cheeks. No one else noticed due to Kat’s frantically spoken explanation.

“Yes! Which is why we had to open up ahead of time. We don’t even have a name for this rescue yet. We were thinking either Silver Stirrups, Silver Horseshoes, somethin’ like that.” 

I wiped my face and shook my head, homing in on the tiniest mission to quell the raging cyclone whirling inside me about “the incident,” as everyone keeps calling it. Busting clean out of my shell like the Hulk smashing through a wall, I called out, “Horseshoes!” 

Everyone looked at me. 

I blinked and blushed at the attention my sudden boldness had seized. “I mean, it is a rescue, right?” 

I got nods all around.

“It should be horseshoes,” I stressed. “That is horse-focused. ‘Stirrups’ focuses on the riders. Each horse will be taking one small step at a time on its way to healing, and feeling safe, connected, and loved. If...if you really think about it.” Duh. Like I should be doing! 

“Oh, wow,” Kat said, beaming. “I sooo love that!”

“It’s amazing,” Aish said.

“Yep, yep. Totally perfect,” Em chirped. “Love the way you saw that. Silver Horseshoes. Yes! I am so glad you are here.”

Psshh. Whatever.

At the sound of tires crunching on gravel, Kat gaped and cried, “Oh, yes! Dad’s back! He’s here!” 

They rushed out to meet the new rescue while I peered at the old trunk with a twinge of longing to get back to that task instead. I’d much rather look into the past than deal with any sort of present trouble. Yuck. I shimmied my shoulders to loosen up and let out a burst of air that billowed my lips. My legs quaked as I followed them out. 

Indeed, driving in, Mr. M pulled the trailer right up to the metal-rail paddock with six-foot-high fencing and a run-in shed that was erected explicitly for the farm’s new mustangs. Now that they’ve calmed down and are well-adjusted, they’ve been moved to a small field with a run-in shed. I guess, this would be where any new rescues get turned out? Seems so.

The girls cheered. 

Mrs. M emerged from the farmhouse to greet her husband with Wohali quickly behind her, then racing right past to get there first. 

When Mr. M hopped out of the cab, his face showed a mashup of exhaustion and relief. “He’s a beaut, babe,” he said to her before slinging an arm around her and planting a kiss on her cheek. “It’ll take time and effort, but I see a spark of hope in him...that desire to want to connect with a special person again.”

“Ooo...oh my gosh. He’s gorgeous, Dad,” Kat said, jumping high to catch better glimpses inside.

Gorgeous, yeah, but a spark? Mmm...ya sure? Nah. A wide, terror-stricken eye peering out of the small window met my still stinging ones. His ears were pitched back as far as possible, and he was jerking and stomping to get out and bolt. 

“Yeah,” Wohali said, opening the trailer door. “Even from what little I can see, I can tell he’s better looking than my Belgian Paint friend, Troy.” He looked at me. “He lives at another farm in town.”

River hustled over from the big barn to meet the new steed and help Wohali lower the ramp. “Nice! This is a surprise. A new rescue?” At a nod, he followed up with, “Great score, Mr. M.”

Nope. I could tell his recent trauma made this beast super unpredictable, challenging, and mistrusting. I so wish I could be comfy and chill around horses as I had been for nearly my whole life. I want to get back in the saddle more than anything and find healing, promptly. It certainly won’t be with that guy. He and I will never be friends. I just...can’t.

No. This horse will be way more trouble than anyone here was expecting. He was an active volcano, a hurricane, a ticking time bomb. I knew. Exactly. Because all the simmering things he was feeling matched mine. 
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DOCTOR JILL SAID I’D be able to work through my fears, eventually, and that I’d be stronger for it once I did, but at this moment, as one bearing witness to this freakout, I only felt vulnerable, edgy, tingly, and disoriented. The boxed-up rescue was becoming more raucous and wild in that trailer. With neither of us knowing what to expect, I itched to make a run for it just like he did. I stayed way back from the crowd on my quivering limbs, waiting for disaster to unfold.

The ramp was fully down now, and Mr. and Mrs. M were speaking in a tight two-person huddle, having a convo I couldn’t hear.

“Shh, shh, that a boy,” River said calmly as he whooshed in to unhook his lead line. He was ready for the horse’s kick, dodging it with a graceful swoop to shift to his side, where he ran his hand down the rescue’s neck. “Take it easy. I won’t hurt ya.” 

The horse prattled a low-pitched warning at the intruder, tried to nip, and jerked his head in several directions. Realizing he was unclipped, he stomped, and then, clopped down the ramp, rump first, without much human intervention, aside from River by his side.

“Hey! Careful, River!” Mr. M cried with his palm flying out in a reflex. “Ease up, son. I was gonna do that. Jump outta the way.” He yanked the lead line from River.

I rolled my eyes. Hmph. A near-sophomore and horse trainer should know better.

River said, “Sorry. Sorry. Was dying to help and get him outta there since he’s so distressed.”

“I realize,” Mr. M said. “But we need to take things slow and easy with this one.”

“It’s okay, boy. You are safe now,” Wohali piped in, trying to encourage the steed with calm words as he watched his dad get all four hooves on the ground. “You are gonna love it here. All our horses are super nice.”

“Back up, Wohali,” Mr. M bellowed when the horse began to buck, twirl, and rear up. “Watch out. Keep back.”

The boys shifted backward to give the horse some space. 

Mr. M said, “He is much too feisty, edgy, and easily spooked for anyone except for me to get close to. We’ll call Doc Stewart to tend to his wounds and give him a couple days to unwind here in the mustang paddock, then we can assess his temperament, all right? So, I don’t want any of you kids near him ’til he gets a pass. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” everyone said in unison. 

No prob, bud. Don’t gotta worry about me. I’m stayin’ clean and clear of you. I winced at the bloody spots I could see on the brown and white pinto’s hock and thigh as it whirled in anxiety. I was in awe at how beautiful and magnificent he was, like right out of an illustrated fantasy book. His glorious mane was a wild mix of black and cream, and his pinto markings reminded me of some painting. 

Emily turned to me. “Oh my god! I can’t believe how beautiful he is. Looks like a mustang! Wonder if he is? I’ve seen pictures of pintos just like him, running in wild herds out west. I can’t believe he ended up at an auction and got bullied and injured. Doc Stewart is the best, though. Farm animals love him. My Curly mustang Galaxy first arrived here from the BLM in Nevada with a similar gash on his rump when his transporter had an accident, and Doc fixed him right up with some stitches and ointment. Even though I had faith in Doc’s skills, I was still so queasy and scared outta my mind with fright.”

“Oh, yeah. I’d be.” I stepped a little closer with my arms wrapped around my abdomen.

“Let’s get him in the paddock so he can run and work the kinks and jitters out,” Mr. M said, turning to speak to the horse in a gentle tone.

Emily suddenly gasped, and I looked at her again. “Oh! Now I know! With his tricolors, especially the black and white mane, he reminds me of Picasso.”

“A painting?” Aisha asked, her nose scrunched.

“Oh, yeaaaah! You’re so right, Emily. Totally,” Kat shrilled in delight. “No, not a Picasso...the Picasso.”

“Who’s Picasso?” Wohali and I asked at the same time.

“Only the most famous mustang ever,” Em said. “From the Sand Wash Basin. There are Facebook pages and groups that are specifically dedicated to him. Photographers share shots of him and the bands there. Sadly, some of the mustangs have been rounded up. The BLM says it’s needed due to limited resources, but the desire for our wild horses to stay free ignites fury and much debate over the solution. At one time, Picasso, the glorious stallion, was a band leader of several mares, winning many battles, but as he aged, he could no longer compete, and was cast off to live on his own. Not seen in years, he is presumed dead, but...he is and will always be King in our hearts.”

“Hmm. Wonder if he could be from his line then?” I said in contemplation.

“Oh, it’s unlikely, honey,” Mrs. M said with a tone of dubiousness. “There are so many Paints and pintos out there. But we will get him genetically tested to be sure, which should tell us more about him. A horse this fantastic is sure to have records.” 

“He is a looker for sure.” Mr. M patted the horse’s neck to calm him as River hustled to open the gate of the mustang enclosure. “Whoa, boy. Cool your jets. Settle down. It’s gonna be all right. You are safe and sound now.” Although no longer pulling to bust loose, the steed stood there, shaking and sweating with fear. His eyes were bugged out to the max, and his ears were still tilted back. “Atta, boy. That’s it. Calm down.”

When I first arrived, Mr. M’s accent had me pegging him as someone from North Carolina, but I’ve never cared to get clarification. I’m probably right, though. As a frequent mover, I am super skilled at pinpointing accents, especially East Coast ones, sometimes even down to cities like Roanoke, Virginia or Hartford, Connecticut, when they’re that distinct. 

Mr. M patted his neck to settle the horse, reassuring him with words of affirmation. 

River tugged the gate open, stepping back so Mr. M could lead him in, then quickly closed it behind them. Mr. M unhooked the lead from the jumpy horse’s halter and let go. The rescue only paused briefly, then took off fast, zipping right past Mr. M, making a beeline to the far end of the corral. The huge open bite wounds didn’t deter him as he kicked up his heels, and the slight limp he’d shown while walking to the paddock didn’t prevent him from running and rearing now. He was probably just sore, especially with that bigger, open wound on his hind end.

Mr. M slid out, closing the gate behind him, and positioned himself by the fencing, forearms pitched out along a horizontal rail, to watch. “Nice-lookin’ ride there, huh?”

Mrs. M walked up to him and palmed his upper back. “Yes, sir. Hope he’ll be all right.”

I agreed. I stood there in awe, watching the now-freed jailbird race around the paddock, kicking and whinnying with its tail straight out.

Everyone seemed as mesmerized as I was, as he knocked his stiffness out in his jerky freestyle dance. I couldn’t tell if his gusto was from freedom at last, joy, or the release of unspent energy bottled up inside. He raced and raced the perimeter of the fenceline, which was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen. I couldn’t take my eyes off this magnificent creature. He was powerful and athletic. And I could tell he was surely shown in some kind of equine discipline. He was well-loved. What on earth happened to his owner, the one who diligently worked with him and turned him into this clear champion?

Then, out of nowhere, he stopped, lowered his head, and moseyed to the small pile of hay next to the run-in shed.

“Poor thing. Do you know anything about his history, Dad?” Kat asked, compassion leeching from her voice and eyes. “How’d you find him?”

“I don’t know much, honey. He looks well-maintained, like he was loved, ridden, and even shown, so I’m not sure how he landed in the hell-pit I found him in. I was looking to maybe find a pony for the cart since Star has crossed the rainbow bridge, and I got to the auction early to help a vendor friend set up. I was horrified and disgusted to see a mess of crazed horses, maybe twelve, getting unloaded from a tightly packed trailer. I heard the driver and some ‘handler’ chuckling about the money he’s gonna get as he roughly led each one into a corral. It took all my might to hold my temper when that monster whacked a couple, including this guy, who I could see was already highly stressed out. The blood on his wounds was still glistening. Horses were whinnying and darting every which way like a swarm of angry bees. Even though I wanted to save ’em all, I knew I could only rescue one, and he needed my help the most.”

“Good for you, Dad,” Kat cried, sailing a punch into her palm. “Err...Not sure anything could’a held me back. If I had been there, I would’a marched right up and socked that sucker right in the jaw.”

“And elsewhere, I’m sure,” Aisha added.

River bit his grinning lip and nodded.

“Oh my gosh. Seeing your face as you describe it is so much more horrific,” Mrs. M said. “The poor horse. We weren’t quite ready to roll out our rescue program yet, but tough luck. Sometimes things happen, and when an animal or person is in need, you’ve gotta move on it. I know you said it was rough going, loading him and such, but I’m so glad you got him home safely. He’ll get the absolute best care here.”

“Yeah, the best! Bullying sucks,” Wohali said. “We have the greatest horses that can teach him how to be friends again. For sure, they can help him calm down. They are mind medicine, right, E do da?”

I like how he calls his dad the Cherokee name for father, and I appreciate his thought process. He often uses words that River’s grandfather teaches him. Mind medicine? That piqued my interest. I relish the smell of horse breath, silky noses brushing my cheek, and soft eyes that peer deeply into the soul. I also love feeling a horse’s muscles ripple beneath me as I gallop across a field or prep to fly over a hurdle. Even though not riding anymore, working at the stables because—horses, mucking stalls is my favorite pastime. That’s as close as I care to get right now. What the heck’s wrong with me? Why am I suddenly so skittish about getting close to everything and everybody? Why do my lungs feel like they’re locking up when I even think about approaching a horse? Why’m I suffering from this dumb wrestling match within? I had a strong desire to help this poor thing, but I also felt a big urge to stay back as Mr. M insisted. 

“Yep. Friends for sure,” Emily suggested. “We can start easing him in with our lovely star horse, of course. She is bomb-proof.”

I scrunched my face. Wait. Which one? I blurted out, “Who?”

“Angel. Our American Curly, which is a rare breed,” Kat said. “Same as Raven and Galaxy, who are also mustangs. Many Native American chiefs rode this mount ’cause they tend to be sturdy and calm, even under pressure, making them the perfect horse to ride into battle or on a hunt. Angel has the extra advantage of having been a circus horse. She literally does not spook. A tarp swoops down. Nothing. A loud noise booms. Nothing. Girlfriend is chiller than Italian ice.”

“Yep. So, that’s why we call her bomb-proof,” Aisha said with a conductor’s sway of her hands.

Bomb-proof. Mind medicine. Does not spook. So, no surprises or sudden, panicked jolts then? Hmm. Maybe Angel is the exact bridge I need to quell my anxiety and get back to my norm and up in the saddle again. Angel. Sounds like a winner for me!

“An intriguing thing about American Curlies,” Emily said, “is no one knows where they came from. It’s a mystery. They were first thought to be related to Bashkir Curlies, perhaps having crossed the Bering Strait at some point, but DNA has disproven that. It’s summer now, so only their manes and tails are wavy, while their coats tend to be smooth like other horses. But in cold weather, for most, their coats become soft and glorious, hand-beckoning waves of fluff. They’re also weirdly hypoallergenic to most people with horse allergies. So, a unique breed, to be sure.” 

“Hmm. Interesting,” I said.

“And the coolest thing ever,” she added, “is that Angel is super special, the most glorious of all horses, in fact, ’cause she not only does her old circus tricks on cue, but she can also get down on the ground so kids can mount her. She’ll either patiently stay just like that, letting you touch her fluff, or you can say, “Up,” and she’ll stand with the utmost grace and carefulness.”

“Oh, wow! Cool,” I cried. “Yeah, I know Jacinda owns her and keeps her here so she can be used in the therapeutic program, and she did show me some of her tricks, but not that one.”

Wohali jumped in. “Yep! So, kids who can’t technically ride, due to some limitation or balance issue that side-walkers like me can’t even help with, can ‘ride her’ anyway, haha. I’ve seen it. And that’s why Angels Club was named after her. If I didn’t love Rocky, River’s Thoroughbred, who lives here, the most, she’d be my fave. Or...maybe Old Man Jasper. This guy is way cool, too, though! Can we keep him, Etsi?” he asked his mom with the Cherokee name for mother. “I know he’s kinda jumpy, but I already love him soooo much.”

“No,” she sternly stressed. “We told you kids, up front, if we’re going to be running this rescue, we can’t get too attached. Our purpose here is to rescue, rehab, and re-home, so horses can live a better life. The three Rs. We cannot and will not be keeping any of these horses. We want to help as many as we can.”

“Oh, yeah!” Kat cried. “That reminds me! Talia picked the perfect name for our rescue. And ‘Silver Horseshoes’ it is, and not Stirrups, and her reasoning was ’cause ‘Horseshoes’ focuses on the horse taking one small step at a time on its way to healing.”

“Very nice,” Mrs. M said. “I love that.” 

I felt like I’d gulped down grubs when she cast me that look like she was so proud of me, hoping I’d see the wisdom in my very own words. Not even. I’m doing what I can, okay? At my own pace. But I couldn’t help but feel a smile bubbling up inside.

“I love it, too,” Kat said, scribbling ‘Silver Horseshoes’ in the air. “I can start on the logo design right away! I can already see it in my mind’s eye.”

“She’s an artist,” Aisha said, as if she were telling me a new fact. “Loves, loves, loves art. All kinds.”

“Yeah, since I’m sleeping in the next room, she showed me some of her work,” I replied. “This horse seems like a good first project for y’all.”

“He is,” River said. “Once we see exactly what we’re dealing with, we can get him ready for adoption, but I don’t anticipate he’ll be as much of a headache as I first thought.”

“Same.” Kat’s smile at him stuck. “He was just super stressed. But he’ll be all right, I’m sure of it.” 

The rescue lifted his head from the hay to sniff, take in more of his surroundings and check us out. It seemed like he felt calmer now, like he could tell he was in a safe place. When his focus met mine, he let out a little nicker, like he was saying ‘hey’ or something to me.

At the same time as a ‘nope’ rose up in me, making me step back, a draw to him also emerged. For some unknown reason, I could feel his joy and passion for life. He’s not so crazy...or wild like I assumed. He was just scared. And he’s literally been hurt by other horses. Maybe people too. If he could do it, settle in, and settle down, maybe I can too. 

“He really likes you, Talia,” Wohali chuckled.

“You have been chosen,” Emily added in a deep voice like some sci-fi overlord.

Chosen. Yeah. I just nodded slowly and stiffened. The desire to jack up the mild connection I felt with him began to tap my skull and shoulder like annoying nudges from my little brother. Okay, okay. I think this guy needs me. I did long to get closer, run my hand over him, and inhale his sweet horse smell. 

Hmm. Maybe...maybe tomorrow. Today? I just can’t. 
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I BEAMED AT EMILY WHEN she let out the biggest sigh of relief as a pickup pulled into the driveway and parked beside the paddock. Her hands were tightly clasped under her chin. “Uh, yes! It’s Doc Stewart. Oh, thank the Lord! I’m glad he came so quickly after hearing about the condition of our poor, new baby!”

“He’s not a baby,” Wohali insisted. “I can totally tell.”

“Was just a figure of speech, bro.” Kat beamed at him. “He’ll probably have many challenges, similar to taking care of a baby. Or...pretty much.”

As Doc emerged from his truck with a medical bag and removed a case from the backseat as well, each of the peeps standing by me—Kat, Em, Wohali, Aisha, and River—all waved and called out their own unique greeting.

“Hey, kids.” He nodded at each person, including me.

Kat pointed in the direction of the corral as she said, “My dad and River have him tied in the new mustang paddock with the higher fencing, so you can examine him there, but they did have to catch him.” 

“It took several minutes for him to calm down,” River said. “But he’s eating hay and no longer tugging. We can bring him to the crossties in the small barn if you need?”

“That’s okay. I will likely sedate him, so a tethered line should be sufficient to work. A sedative is usually the best approach when handling a stressed animal. We don’t want to add to it.”

“Yeah, I understand,” River said.

“This is our new friend and farm boarder, Talia,” Emily said with a finger flutter on my arm. “She’s here ’til she has to go back to school.” Slammed with uncertainty, she gasped and shot a look at me with a gazillion questions radiating from her bugged-out green eyes.

I cringed. Yeah, too vomitus for me to even think about school right now. Yuck. I can’t. Even a new one. If I could just get it together! The idea of starting up in some uncharted frontier, where I didn’t know the terrain or potential risks, felt like a giant boulder was rushing my way. A pit of snakes could be my fate as well, like Indiana Jones. I gulped down the rising fear that prickled my throat and flipped my hand up at him.

“Hello,” he said with a nod. “Nice to meet you.”

I crimped my fakely grinning lips together and nodded.

Mrs. M emerged from the house. By her welcoming smile and fast clip, I absolutely knew she had a pitcher of sun tea with ice, lemon, and a bit of honey waiting for us and ready to pour. I couldn’t get enough of that stuff. She was top-notch when it came to hospitality. No one I know does it better, and I hail from the south. I’ve lived in a few different places since my dad provided medical care to service people, but now I live in Burlington, Vermont. Vermonters are generally friendlier and more real, although, maybe, somewhat more reserved. In the south, the likelihood of someone just being nice to your face when they don’t really like you was pretty dang high. I never, not in a million years, expected to get clobbered by some chirpy, fashionable skiers. The absolute shock of it will never stop astonishing me or eliciting alarm. 

“Hello, Doc,” Mrs. M said to him. “So glad you could come on such short notice.” 

“Sure. Anytime. No problem at all.”

Mr. M, standing by Jupiter, waved with a high hand. “Oh, hey, Doc! Our guy’s in here.” He hustled up to the rails.

“Yep. Kat informed me. If you’ll excuse me?” he said to all of us with a quick dip of his head. 

Doc was informed of the horse’s issues as he joined Mr. M inside the fence. Mr. M waved for River to come in, too.

Wohali jumped up. “Can I come in, too?”

“Ah, sorry. Not now, son,” Mr. M said with a gentle voice. “Soon. Too many people in here will only stress him out. Doc needs him to be as calm and steady as possible so that nothing gets missed. But once he’s all cleared and settled in, I promise, you’ll be the first to groom him, all right?”
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