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      For Denver:

      

      The best and worst horse we’ve ever loved.

      

      We will love you forever, no matter what, old man. Just like you love us.
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            Author’s Note…or warning

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve written and published a lot of books, fifty-five, so far. None of my books are religious in nature, and none talk specifically about God.

      Until now.

      I’m Christian, in case you didn’t already know that.

      When readers asked me to write Denver’s story, I thought about how I could do it for a long time. At first, I didn’t do it because I didn’t think there was really a whole story in here. I had already told it, in a three minute TikTok. How would I make that a book that would be worth anyone’s money?

      But in so many ways, what we went through with Denver was guided by God’s hand. The decisions we made were nonsensical, unless you understand that we felt that God was inspiring our choices. As a huge animal lover my whole life, I can confidently say that I believe God loves each creature on earth. I didn’t need Psalm 50, verses ten and eleven to tell me that, but they do anyway:

      10. For every beast of the forest is mine, and the cattle upon a thousand hills.

      11. I know all the fowls of the mountains, and the wild beasts of the field are mine.

      I have felt at many points in my life as though I was called by God to help care for his tiny, beloved creatures. I’ve saved baby squirrels, chicks, full-grown chickens, injured birds, dogs, and more. But once I take ownership of something, I feel an even stronger pull to protect, care for, and heal that animal.

      When you read this book, you might be wondering, Why on earth did Bridget give Denver, the horse, his own point of view? Does she really think a horse is that smart? That he understands all those things about the world?

      The answer is, yes and no. I think horses understand far more than we realize. I think most animals do. I came to know Denver better than most people can probably understand while caring for him after this catastrophic injury. But I also think it was far more fun to get the story from both his point of view and my own, and that required a bit of suspension of disbelief.

      I did a fair bit of research about his life (while recovering his papers!) and spoke to his former owners in the process. As I did that, the story of Denver became pretty clear to me. He’s not the easiest horse to love, but once you know him, I think he’s well worth the extra effort.

      When people expressed their incredulity in the horse world that we would spend so much money and so much time on a horse that, “wasn’t really worth much,” I would smile, but I would also cry a little inside.

      Because our worth isn’t determined by our monetary value.

      Neither was Denver’s, even though he was just a horse.

      To us, he was precious. To us, he was worth every minute and every cent. I’m forever grateful that I was guided in this tragedy, and that my children were able to experience his recovery as well.

      At the end of the story, I’ve included (somewhat edited and fleshed out) versions of some writeups I shared with my newsletter. If you would like to avoid all “Christian” or “religious” content, you will want to stop before reading those.

      Thanks for joining me on a retelling of this journey. It means a lot to me and my family.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Denver

          

        

      

    

    
      For humans, from what I hear, having a famous dad makes your life easier. They might be able to open doors in a particular career or in other important places.

      But for horses, it’s kind of make or break.

      My grandsire was famous. My great-grandsire, Dry Doc, was very famous. But my great-great grandsire, Doc Bar, transformed the quarter horse world.

      So when I was born, several eager human faces hovering over me, there was a lot of hopefulness. In fact, they left me as a stallion for several years, hoping I’d pan out to be something epic. They spent quite a lot of money on a fancy trainer who taught me how to move and made sure I properly accepted human riders on my back.

      Sadly, I turned out to be a Big Disappointment.

      For one thing, I’m a big, rangy mover.

      My grandsires were famous as cutting horses. They spin, and pivot, and track. I liked to bound, and frolic, and meander. If you’re a big mover, and not a fast mover, you’re a real loser in the cutting world. That was their biggest disappointment.

      But for another, I have a bit of a resting mare face.

      I try, sometimes, to look whimsical. I even occasionally make faces that are downright goofy, but people always think I’m annoyed. I could hear them, muttering about me, and sometimes to me, but I can’t change who I am, so by the time I was four, the humans had pretty much all written me off. They had me castrated (and let me tell you, that was a real bummer), and then they sent me away.

      To an auction.

      At first I was excited.

      Perhaps here, at an auction, someone who wanted a boring old chestnut with a somewhat lopsided face blaze would lock eyes with me. They wouldn’t mind that I sometimes look bored and often look annoyed. They wouldn’t mind that my coat that looks like a shiny red penny in the winter turns to a boring, nut brown during the summer. They wouldn’t care that I have legs that are too long and knobby and a canter that bounces and rocks.

      I hoped someone would see Doc Bar Denver and want me just as I was.

      I guess, technically, someone did.

      It just wasn’t someone who noticed any of those things at all. “I think I could use him for my lesson kids.” The bored woman with the dark grey hair didn’t even glance at my face. “And if not, I can sell him for more than this, surely.” She pointed, and a man with a scowl loaded me into a metal box.

      An awful lot of small people with yanking and pulling hands rode me over the next few months. I didn’t like it at all. They kicked my sides hard, even when I listened. They yanked the metal bit in my mouth until it clanged into my teeth. They shouted, “Walk,” and they clicked to trot, and not a single ride passed that they didn’t ask me to go and stop at the same time.

      I was confused a lot.

      When I wasn’t confused, I was terribly annoyed.

      This went on for a very long time. It got hot. Then it got cold. Then it got hot again. I lost track of how long I was pulled and yanked and kicked and whipped.

      Sometime amid all that pulling and confusion, my resting mare face became my permanent face. But then, one day, a cold day, the grey-haired woman with the sharp tone barked at someone moving me from a pasture toward my stall, and then she pointed. Instead of taking me to a pile of hay and a bucket of grain, I was being loaded into another metal box. Then I was on my way to somewhere new.

      In my new home, I spent all my time in a small wooden-sided box. Thankfully, I had the same woman rider every single time someone saddled me. She only rode me a time or two a week, but we got along pretty well, or at least, I thought we did. She patted my nose, and she gave me treats, and she sometimes even scratched my backside.

      That was heavenly.

      But a few years later, something went wrong in my box where they kept me at night. The floor was wet.

      Not wet, like when it rains.

      It was wet, like I was standing at the edge of a puddle. The shavings were just a little wet, but they were like that all the time. It made my feet hurt. So when the woman came to ride me, when she yanked and pulled and grunted, I tried to go, but it hurt to do it. I wanted to tell her my feet were wet and that it made them sore.

      But she didn’t seem to understand.

      She got frustrated. “I spent half an hour just getting all the way over here,” she muttered as she handed me to a groom. “I can’t tell you how annoying it is to be paying board and come all the way out here and not even be able to ride this horse.”

      She didn’t scratch my nose that day.

      She didn’t rub my backside, either.

      She scowled, and then she stomped away.

      By the third or fourth month of my feet being wet and sore all the time, another human, a man this time, pointed and scowled, and the groom who brought me grain each day dragged me into yet another metal box. I didn’t want to go, because I had no idea where I’d be going next, but they didn’t care. The drive in the metal box was miserably hot, and I was in the box for a terribly long time, but then I was released into a new place.

      The horses were in big, grassy pastures, and they were allowed to walk around and eat as much hay and grass as they wanted for half the day. Then we were put in small boxes like the last place I lived, but in this one, the shavings weren’t damp.

      They were blessedly dry.

      Within a few weeks, my feet didn’t hurt any more.

      When a young human with long hair got on to ride me, I did everything she asked. She didn’t confuse me. She asked me to go or stop, so I did as she asked. I moved away from her foot. I moved faster when she clicked. She rode me a few times, and she did rub my nose.

      Even so, it was safer this time if I didn’t get attached. I knew by now that she probably wouldn’t be around for very long. When she released me into my stall or my pasture, I turned quickly and walked away.

      When she started putting tiny humans on me, with their pulling and their yanking and their confusing directions, I did my best. I won’t lie and say I wasn’t annoyed, but by now, I was pretty much always annoyed. I’m not sure how long I was here, because the humans never give us calendars, but it felt like close to a full year. It was hot. Then it was cold. Then it got hot again. When another human showed up with a metal box, I worried it was for me. Would I be moving somewhere else? Again?

      It was always somewhere else for the horse no one really liked much.

      I didn’t blame them. Why would they want a Not-So-Great horse whose grandfather and great-grandfather had been famous? A horse who wasn’t especially good at anything and had a big, bounding canter that wasn’t fun to ride?

      The humans who drove the truck that was pulling the metal box were a not-young human with long hair and a small human with short hair who was nevertheless a mare. It seemed the small human belonged to the bigger, older one. First, the bigger, older human got on me and rode me around. She was fine. She didn’t yank or pull, and she gave clear commands. She bounced around a little, but it wasn’t so bad.

      The younger human was cute, and I liked her. She scratched my nose, and she looked at me with eyes full of something I’d never really seen. It was something I couldn’t quite define, but it was the kind of look I had been hoping someone at that auction would have years ago. When she got on, I tried my very best to be quick and smooth. I tried not to be as big and bounding as I usually am.

      “Wow, he’s a really big mover,” the not-young woman said. “Like, can you see how big his movement is? Isn’t that too much for you?”

      The tiny human shook her head. “No, I like it.”

      She liked it?

      “He’s perfect,” the tiny human said.

      I was twelve years old, and not one single human had ever called me perfect before. When they said that word, I stopped trying to move quite as fast and smooth. I moved just the way I always wanted to move, the way that felt right, and the tiny human squealed.

      For the first time in my life, I felt happy.

      I felt like, even if my grandfather and great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather were way better and way more valuable and just way more Great than me, maybe someone wanted the Not-So-Great Denver, too.

      “Can I ask you something?” the not-young human who brought the metal box asked my usual rider, just as the tiny human stopped me alongside them. “If you’ve had him for a year, and if Denver’s as patient as you say with new riders and beginners, why are you selling him?”

      My usual rider sighed, and suddenly I was filled with an inexplicable dread. There’s nothing she could say that would be good. She was going to tell them I’m not so great, or she was going to say that I move too big. Or that I always look crabby. I wasn’t sure quite what she’d say, but I was almost positive she was going to tell them not to choose me.

      My usual rider exhaled again, loudly, and the hair in her face puffed up and then flopped back down. “Honestly?” She shrugged. “I’ve had him for more than a year now, and I still don’t feel like he even likes me.”

      Oh, that? I wanted to tell them. She never scratches my backside, and she almost never rides me. She just puts little confusing pullers and yankers on me and wants me to not be confused. I want to defend myself. But I am patient, and you liked that I move big and not small. I turned my head around, craning my neck to get a better view of the little human. I wanted to see if she was upset by what my usual rider said.

      But the small human was smiling. Then she patted my neck. “I want him, Mom. Please, can we get him?”

      When they loaded me up into the metal box, I was actually excited. Even though they knew I Wasn’t So Great, they wanted me anyway. For the first time in twelve years, I was hopeful. I may not be great, but maybe I was finally Good Enough.
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Chapter 2


          

          
            Bridget

          

        

      

    

    
      We had no business buying a horse when we went to look at Denver.

      But. . .

      I was the kind of little girl who had boxes of plastic horses. My best and prettiest horse was my Barbie horse. To be honest, I only wanted a Barbie in the first place so I could justify getting the gorgeous palomino that Barbie rode. Fashion Star Fillies were a big thing in the 80s, and BOY did I love them. One Christmas, a Fashion Star Filly was literally all I wanted, and I was devastated. . . until I finally opened the purple Arabian I had longed for.

      My family could not, however, afford for me to be a real horse girl.

      That left me as a horse-admirer, mostly from afar. My mom did muck stalls for my dad’s horrible boss for a while and I had a handful of dressage lessons on that boss’s wife’s older horse, Alice. Then when I went to college, I enrolled in an equestrian class, and then another.

      But then they moved the program to another satellite location, and I was heartbroken all over again. Once I became a lawyer, and I was finally able to pay for my own horse stuff, I leased a horse of my own, a mare named Savannah.

      I had her for about eight months.

      That’s when I realized that with the hours I kept at work, if I kept riding, I would literally never meet Mr. Right. I was either working or I was riding, and I wanted to have a husband and kids at some point, so I reluctantly let my lease lapse.

      Right after I did that, I met my future husband, Whitney Baker. I told him on our first date that I was a horse-less horse girl, and that as soon as I was done having children, I would get a horse again. He told me his family had a horse, and that he would support me in that if things worked out for us.

      Well, after our fifth child turned three, I told him it was time to make good on his promise. I found a house that needed to be gutted and remodeled, with a nonexistent second floor that I built out myself, but sat on four plus acres with a barn. From the moment we completed enough of the remodel to move in, I was itching to find a horse.

      Of course, that led to a very uncomfortable conversation between my husband and me.

      “I told Steve that he should start looking for a horse for us,” I said.

      “Oh?” Whitney nodded. “Okay.”

      “He asked me what our budget was, and I realized we never talked about it.”

      “Oh, man, I mean, anything up to a thousand bucks is fine,” Whitney said. “I want you to get whatever you want.”

      I laughed.

      It seemed like a pretty funny joke.

      Whitney frowned. “What’s funny? I told you I’d be supportive.”

      “A thousand bucks?” I frowned right back. “That’s not nearly enough for the kind of horse I want.”

      Whitney pulled the chair out and sat in front of the table I was wiping down after dinner. “But you can get horses for free. Did you know that? People give them away on Craigslist.”

      I laughed again, this time in disbelief. “Honey, I’m not nearly skilled enough to take a free horse and make it safe or rideable. Plus, we have small kids.”

      The first horse we bought was. . .a mistake. I won’t go into everything about that mistake, but I will just say that we spent very little, and we got a horse who had received insufficient training at a time in his life when training mattered a great deal. It’s very hard to deal with a twelve-hundred-pound toddler, but a twelve-hundred-pound toddler with no manners is almost impossible to manage safely. When we started looking for a second horse, one for our kids, I insisted that we spend a little more.

      Eventually, we resolved on a budget of five thousand, but it was a stretch from my husband’s point of view at the time, and it was nerve-wracking from mine. My trainers found that number laughable, and not in a good way. I waited, and I waited, and I waited, but they hadn’t found a single horse near our range that they thought might be acceptable for me and the kids.

      So finally, I took matters into my own hands, and I reached out to some friends. A friend of a friend put me in touch with a woman named Rebecca Marshall. She had bought a horse as a lesson horse a year and change before, and he had worked out beautifully. She had this horse—Denver—listed for sale, and he was just above my agreed-upon budget.

      He was calm, sensible, and he had a big, beautiful quarter horse face. If he was a boring color of brown with no markings but a lopsided blaze, well, no horse is perfect, at least not in this price point. My oldest daughter, Dora, was absolutely giddy to test ride him, because he was meant to be hers.

      When we reached Rebecca’s farm, Denver was in his pasture, out with a buddy. He had free-choice hay in a lean-to, and he had an assigned stall where he spent each night. He appeared healthy and he was easy to catch, just like Rebecca had said he would be. He picked up his feet to have his hooves cleaned. He was calm and easy for Dora to work with.

      When I got on, he listened to everything I asked.

      After me, Dora got on him in a round pen, and he was the same. He didn’t know his lead changes, and he wasn’t a “fancy” horse. He’d been used for lesson kids for at least a year, maybe more, but he looked like the solid, dependable guy Rebecca had said he was. That’s when I asked the hard question, the one I’d been wondering about.

      “If he’s as great as you say with new riders and beginners, why are you selling him?” Because people didn’t sell horses like Denver. They kept them forever.

      Rebecca looked a little nervous, but then she sighed, like she’d decided to just tell the truth. “Honestly?” She shrugged. “I’ve had him for more than a year now, and I still don’t feel like he likes me.”

      That’s a little disappointing, when you’re buying him for your child. You want a horse who likes his humans, a horse who’s affectionate and kind. You want a horse who will like you back.

      But the most important criterion for us was that Denver was sound, solid, and dependable. When you’re buying for a child, I think those are everyone’s top criterion.

      So we decided to buy him.

      When we loaded him into the trailer, he was calm and sane, and I had no reason to regret my decision. In fact, once we got him home, he was polite and calm around my horse, Splash. (Splash wasn’t very polite or very calm, so I had a good touch point!) Denver was never pushy, and he was the solid guy we expected.

      At our house, unlike his last place, he had access to his stall 24/7, or he could be out. It was his choice. He spent almost all his time out, and so did his pasture-mate. Splash and Denver went everywhere together, always wandering around and eating. They were cared for and ridden exclusively by our family members.

      His big canter caused Dora some problems, as a new rider, and for the first month or two, she was too afraid to canter on him. She felt unsafe when she rode him around at a canter, so we stuck to trotting and walking. My husband and I took Splash and Denver out for lots of trail rides, and we discovered something that Rebecca hadn’t even told us.

      Maybe she didn’t know.

      Denver was a ‘bomb proof’ horse who didn’t spook at anything when he was out and about. Even when my horse, Splash, went to a trainer for two months to get some manners and Denver was left at our house alone (a difficult thing for a horse), he was polite, calm, and sensible. We rode him out on a lot of solo trail rides, and even when a fountain clicked on in a nearby pond, he didn’t lose his mind. He spooked a bit and then just carried on.

      
        
          [image: Denver with my daughter, Dora, on a solo trail ride along the Brazos River.]
        

      

      For the first year of Denver’s life, he was just exactly what Rebecca Marshall had told us he would be. He was calm. He was sane. He took care of my kids. I have some great photos of our time when Splash was gone, where Denver had my daughter Dora, then my son Eli, and then me too on his back (usually bareback!) on the same day. He was the same, even-minded fellow every single time we rode him.
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          [image: My oldest daughter, Dora, riding Denver in our back pasture. These were taken on the same day, while Splash was at the trainer’s and Denver was all alone.]
        

      

      By the time we’d owned Denver for a year, I knew him pretty well. He never called for us. He never ran over to see me in the pasture. He never rubbed his face against mine. He didn’t bump me in affection or to ask for a treat. He was a very good boy, but I didn’t think he liked us very much.

      I had come to terms with it.

      Dora, however, was quite disappointed. So when we bought two new horses, Leo and Zeek, Dora decided to pick Zeek for her horse and let Denver become a family horse. I didn’t blame her.

      He was a good horse—he just didn’t like us much. Just what Rebecca said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Denver

          

        

      

    

    
      I like most horses.

      It makes sense. I am a horse, and we don’t really get to pick what horses we spend time with, so we may as well be happy with what we get. But if you asked me to think about all the horses I’d met, and then you asked whether I liked Splash much compared to the others, the answer would be no.

      Bridget’s big black horse rubbed against her like he loved her in the pasture. He scratched his face on her and he shamelessly begged her to scratch him, spinning around to shove his backside in her face. He called for her dramatically when she walked away, and he generally acted like they were best friends.
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      But when she put a bit in his mouth, he was an unreliable maniac. I didn’t like his behavior. He made life unsafe for my new family, and it made all horses look bad.

      First, he threw the little mare human they called Emmy on the ground. It looked like the fall hurt her.

      Then he threw fits in the barn when the humans tried to walk him around without a crop. He stepped on the humans’ feet. Some humans think horses do that on accident, but I will just say this. I can feel the ground beneath each of my feet, and I know when humans are close. When I step down and something soft is beneath my hoof and there’s a human close, I pick my foot back up right away.

      Splash didn’t.

      He broke Bridget’s toe, and he wasn’t even sorry.

      When Bridget asked him to canter, sometimes he tossed his head. When she asked him to slow down on trails, he would rear backward. When she told him to turn a way he didn’t want to go, he would buck. And if we ever saw other horses he wanted to interact with, he would be an absolute nut. Bridget had to turn him into fences, rip on his face, and kick him like crazy to get him to listen to her at all.

      Bridget called out the vets and paid money for all kinds of things to try and explain his behavior. X-rays. Ultrasounds. Bloodwork. Lameness exams even though he wasn’t ever lame. She sent him for two months to a top trainer, and honestly, while he was gone, it was kind of nice for me. No nagging. No being pushed around the pasture.

      Peace.

      Quiet.

      Calm.

      But, listen, you name it, Bridget tried it to improve his behavior. Her latest hunch was that maybe his saddle was pinching him.

      His saddle didn’t pinch.

      I know, because he was just as big a jerk when she rode him bareback. The only difference was, I was more scared without the saddle that his little fits would land her on her backside on the ground.

      One day near the end of winter, Bridget had bought him a new saddle. It fit beautifully, but I knew that it wouldn’t solve anything. Splash was the problem with Splash. Some horses just didn’t pay attention in kindergarten, and it showed. When I saw Bridget ride off on him alone, I knew it wasn’t going to end well. I wasn’t surprised when I saw her riding him back with a very, very unhappy look on her face. When she swung off his back, I noticed her finger looked wrong.
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      It wasn’t straight.

      She yanked his saddle off and dropped it on the ground, and then she walked him into his stall and yanked his bridle off. She didn’t wash him down. She didn’t give him treats. She just shoved him in his stall.

      That was weird.

      But then she started yelling.

      I’d been living here for more than a year now, and I’d never heard her yell.

      “You sack of crap,” she said. “Eighteen months of work, and you had to buck and rear and buck and rear until you finally threw me over your head?” She threw the bridle on the ground.

      That was also not normal behavior for her.

      “You chucked me in an ant hill, you jerk, and it broke my finger.” The hand she waved at him was covered with angry red spots. “And I’m pretty sure there’s something wrong with my back.”

      I was surprised that she rode him home. She got back on him after all that?

      “And then, you bolted, like a complete jerk. If that neighbor hadn’t caught you, I’d still have been walking the two miles back here.” The words she said next were not very nice. I knew humans only said those words when they got mad, and I had never heard Bridget say them until that day. But then I heard something even scarier. She stood close to the stall and she said, “If I had a gun, I’d shoot you right now, you nightmare. But I will never, not ever, get on your back again. I’m going to start calling dog food factories to see who wants you.”

      Two days later, a woman came with a metal box.

      “You’re sure you’re okay to just give him to me?” the woman asked, while Splash pranced around behind me.
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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