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Chapter One

 

Receiving word from Matthew, Joy’s friend, that he’d spoken with Kennedy and they were doing okay helped to soothe worried nerves. They promised to leave word at the feed store in a couple of months; there was a good chance they’d try to move out then. Matthew reported their parents kept a close eye on them. It’d be hard to help them leave, but he promised to do what he could. He had introduced himself to their father, and while he’d harrumph-ed at the idea of a nondenominational church—how did you keep out those who didn’t belong, Kennedy’s father had asked—he seemed amenable to future conversations with him. Matthew had said Kennedy’s father seemed wary at first, as if he were there to take away his parishioners. But once Matthew reassured him that wasn’t the case, he seemed to calm down.

The news helped Joy, who spent most of the time blaming herself more than she should for Kennedy’s predicament. When she wasn’t upset about Kennedy, she cursed those who would try to keep people from simply living. Devon understood. Though he’d heard more than his fair share when he’d begun to transition, having such a vocal and supportive environment at Joy’s farm startled him. Joy really cared. It wasn’t an act. Not that I’d really thought it was, but I’d let my past shadow how I looked at the present for too long, I realized.

I paused in brushing Phoenix. I hadn’t yet ridden the mare since the first day, but at least she was starting to calm down with a regular routine. “That’s a good girl,” I crooned as I ran the brush along her neck. Her coat shone under my care, and when I worked on brushing out the tangles in her tail, she stood steady, as if understanding nothing was expected of her. She lowered her head and blew through her nostrils, then turned her muzzle toward me as she searched for a treat. I patted her neck, not having anything in my pockets for her. It didn’t take long to pick out her hooves and lead her back to her pasture.

I passed Joy on his way back to the barn.

“How’s she doing?” Joy asked, jerking her chin toward the pasture where the mare had ambled over to the hay feeder for a few bites.

“Better. She’s settling. I’m thinking about tacking her up tomorrow and just leading her around the arena. I don’t know if she knows how to lunge, but if she does, then maybe a bit of that. I don’t want her to get worked up again now that she’s relaxing.”

“Good call. I’ve got someone coming later this afternoon to look at one of the horses Summer has been working with. Any thoughts on you and Steele for the next show?”

I thought for a moment. “Maybe continue with one walk-trot test and then try one with the canter. I don’t want to push him or burn him out, but I think he’s ready for more.”

“Let me know. We’ve got to get the schedule finalized. Entries close on Friday.” She smiled, then shook her head. “Gah, listen to me. Your organization is rubbing off.” With a laugh, she headed to the barn.

I followed her to the office. After the near-miss with selling Steele—not that I thought I was in any place to purchase a horse—I’d been simply enjoying my time with the talented gray gelding. Eventually I knew the horse would go onto a new owner and do well for them. For now, I was enjoying the rides and remembering riding skills I’d thought long ago discarded. I pulled up the show listing, checked the signup sheet in the tack room, and prepared to draft an email to go out to everyone to get final numbers.

The phone rang just as I hit send on the email. “Second Joy Stables. How can I help you?” he answered.

“Oh, Devon. I was hoping to talk to Joy. This is Charlie, from Meadow Brook. I’ve got a horse in, and I hate to ask, but he really needs somewhere to lay over and recover. His owner is willing to pay board and vet care. It’s a soft landing, but…” Her voice wavered. “I’m not sure how this one is going to turn out?”

“Joy’s about to talk to someone about buying one of the horses. Can you tell me about him?” I glanced at the stall chart hanging on the wall. “We’ve got a couple boxes empty if he needs stall rest.” I picked up a pencil, found a notepad with the feed store’s logo on the top. “I’d have to check with Joy and depending on what he needs, we might be able to do it. Sounds like he needs a soft landing, which Joy is very good at.”

“I know and that’s why I called. He’s a big chestnut horse, white star, one small hind sock, named Continental Prince. He tore a ligament in his lower right leg. We’re about two weeks post injury, and his owners don’t have the time to rehab him themselves, and they, and his vet, think that if this is carefully managed, he can do more than just be pasture sound. But in their words, he needs someone there who isn’t jetting off to different race tracks every weekend. They recently pulled their horses from his trainer, so it’s not like they have a place where they’ve developed a good rapport. It’s all dollars and cents to them, but they’re willing to do the right thing, which is something. He landed at my barn last night and he’s sore as hell. I just don’t have the staff to hand walk him daily, not with all the other horses we have, and my stable manager is out on maternity leave. If she were here, I’d be fine keeping him at my place.”

My breath left his lungs at the mention of “Prince” in the horse’s name. Of course this wasn’t the same as my big gray horse, but a fierce need to do right by this gelding, to give him the best possible chance of recovery filled me. “My gut’s saying yeah, we’ll take him. But I’m not sure when we can get over there and I’ve really got to run this past Joy, but if his owners are paying, I don’t think she’d mind.”

“Can you let me know by tonight?” Charlie asked. “I’ve got a couple more horses coming in and need the stall.”

“Of course. I’ll try to talk to Joy this afternoon. I’m glad you called about this gelding.” I struggled to keep my tone even because everything in my body was saying YES to rescuing it. They talked for a couple more minutes, then the call ended. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It wouldn’t do any good for me to transfer my feelings about my Prince to this new horse, but it couldn’t be a coincidence that the horse’s Jockey Club name was Continental Prince, could it? I didn’t think so and vowed to ask Joy at the first opportunity.

When I did have a chance to talk with her, as I suspected her response was an enthusiastic “of course” once I explained the horse’s owner would be paying board and for anything extra, not to mention the vet bills. “We’re not a rescue,” she said in her southern drawl, “so it’s not like I can reach out to supporters to fundraise for these hard luck cases. It sure is nice when the owners take responsibility for them.” After a quick discussion of duties, and a call back to Charlie to get all the details on what the gelding needed, arrangements were made for a transport company to deliver the gelding in two days.

“You sure you’re okay taking over this horse’s care?” Joy asked that evening as they finished feeding and went to the house. “You sure have a touch with these hard luck cases, and with Kennedy being gone, we’re shorthanded. I hate to hire someone if they’ll be able to come back in a couple of months once they turn eighteen. My spare bedroom has their name on it if necessary.”

“I’m good. I don’t mind at all. Besides, I really can’t sit at a desk all day.” I reassured my boss.

“Me neither. I think that’s what makes us good at this. Besides we have big hearts.” Joy patted me on the shoulder. “If you need anything, let me know.”

“I will.” I went into his basement apartment, made a quick dinner, then went to my laptop to research ligament injuries.

~* * *~

Xan ducked into my office, startling me from my work. “Hey,” Xan said. “Got a few moments to talk about the tech that would help you with your shows and such?” They patted the laptop bag hanging off their shoulder.

I saved the work I’d been doing making a weekly schedule for stall cleaning and smiled. “Um, sure.” Not that I wasn’t into tech, but more I feared Joy or the boarders would think it was overkill. Frankly anything that made my job easier sounded good, and I didn’t mind spending time with Xan.

“That sounded enthusiastic.” Xan chuckled as they pulled a chair around the desk to sit beside Devon. 

A hint of a woodsy, sandalwood fragrance surrounded me, and I wanted to breathe it in deep. The depth of the thought shook me, and I shuffled the papers on my desk.

“What are you working on?” Xan asked. “Looks like a schedule.”

“Just reworking our weekly stall cleaning roster. Nothing big.” I didn’t elaborate about Kennedy no longer working there and the reasons for it. 
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