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To understand the soul of a horse is the closest human beings can come to knowing perfection.

~Author Unknown



My husband and I had decided to buy our first horse. We had known that riding would be the main family hobby and wanted our children to grow up with the ones they would ride. So, with three toddlers, we began our search. It took us to an American Paint Horse farm in Simcoe, Ontario, where we met the filly that would be our foundation mare. She was gangly at two months of age, and one leg turned out at an odd angle, but she was in our price range.

“If it weren’t for that crooked leg, she’d be worth a lot more. She’s well put together otherwise,” the owner said.

“Is she going to be able to carry adult weight eventually?” I didn’t want a horse that would suffer when ridden.

“She’ll be fine. It just isn’t good for showing.”

With that, Lady became ours.

We picked her up at four months of age and settled her into a cozy stall where she could grow and get used to us. And grow she did. We had her trained at two years of age and then bred at three.

Over the course of the 340 days she carried her baby, we made sure her stall was cleaned regularly, her feet were tended to monthly, her days were filled with outdoor exercise, and her food was measured and of good quality. I groomed her daily and enjoyed watching her doze off during the process. Our children would sit on her back and brush her mane, and she would nuzzle their hair as she would do to her foal when it was born.

The day came when we knew she was close to birthing. Wax had built up on her swollen udder, and she moved around in her stall with a restlessness that was not normal. Horses don’t usually permit humans to attend their foaling. They have the ability to wait until the conditions are right and then will quietly give birth. But Lady was not a typical horse.

The evening feeding came and went, and she softly nickered each time I came to the barn to check on her. I had put bales of hay together so I could sleep in the barn in case she needed help.

“You have an 85 percent chance she will do all the work herself, and you likely won’t be there to witness it,” the veterinarian had told me. But he was wrong on both counts.

As midnight ticked by, I knew something was wrong. When a mare goes down and starts to push, the foal arrives in less than an hour. Her water had broken, and she was doing her part, but nothing was happening. And then I saw what I had feared — one front leg. Foals are born with both front legs first and their head resting on their knees. The shoulders are on an angle, so the legs are offset, allowing the chest to be narrower as it comes through the birth canal. This foal had one leg tucked back, which could also mean that the head was turned. I knew I didn’t have much time.

“Jesus, I need your help.”

It was all I had time to say as I moved into the stall. I slid my hand along the small leg into the birth canal. The nose was in place, but the second leg was tucked under. She wouldn’t be able to give birth. I would have to get her on her feet so the foal could slide back into the womb and hopefully reposition. The ability for a horse to stop delivery and get up is a defense mechanism from their wild past, and I hoped it would work.

I cried as I tugged on her halter and lead rope. It twisted my heart to visit upon her this cruelty in order to save her, but I yelled, tugged and moved her head around to her side, all in an effort to get her to stand. After a few exhausting minutes, she struggled to her feet, paused for a moment, and then flopped down on her other side as though understanding what I needed her to do. Labour began with force.

She didn’t cry out. There was no long moan. Just the steady grunt in rhythm with her intense contractions. I felt in the birth canal again. There it was! One hoof and the second slightly behind it. And then the nose. I took hold of the small foot and exerted steady pressure, pulling harder as each contraction clamped my arm in a vise. With a loud pop, the foal was suddenly in a puddle on my lap. Too much time had passed. I tore open the birth sac and wiped the fluid from his nose and mouth with my fingers. His back legs were still encased in the birth canal, but my focus was on those little nostrils.

One second. Two seconds. And then that precious, beautiful gasp. I sat back as he struggled to finish his entry into this world. Towel at the ready, I cleaned him just enough. Earlier that evening, I had milked Lady and drawn the colostrum into a large syringe. I now dribbled that into his twitching mouth. As I quietly muttered praises for this miracle birth, I gathered the colt and moved him up to his mother’s head where she could sniff him, groom him, and bond with him.

Exhausted, I left the stall and stood watching through the doorway. Almost immediately, the colt wobbled to his feet and stood swaying on long, knobby legs. My miracle wasn’t over. Within minutes, Lady, too, struggled to her feet, her muscles twitching but growing steadier. She turned to face her foal, and that’s when I realized why the foal had been so hard to deliver.

Lady’s out-turned back leg was no longer turned out. She stood perfectly square, all four legs straight. That turned leg had somehow narrowed her birth canal. Combined with the foal’s folded leg, she likely would have died had I not been there. The loud pop that deposited the foal in my lap, I realized, was the resetting of that hip joint from inside the birth canal. Not only did I now have a new, healthy foal, but Lady no longer had an offset leg. To most, it isn’t much of a miracle, but those who breed horses know that this was a life-or-death moment.

Lady gave us many years of love, trail riding and showing, as did her many foals. She died at the ripe age of thirty in her favourite stall.

— Donna Fawcett —
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A dog might destroy your shoes, but they will never break your heart.

~Author Unknown




A lady came to visit,

Came to have a little chat,

Removed her very pretty shoes,

And left them on the mat.

In stockinged feet she visited

While sipping on her tea.

No one seemed to care about,

Or even notice me.

I lay there by the doorway

Just staring at those shoes.

Temptation built within me,

And I knew I had to choose.

I knew I shouldn’t do it,

I knew that it was wrong.

I hoped she wouldn’t notice

That her lovely shoes were gone.

The visit ended shortly.

She walked back to the door,

Surprised her shoes were missing

And no longer on the floor.

It didn’t take her very long

To realize what I’d done.

She didn’t look too happy,

So I took off on the run!

I’m sorry that I chewed her shoe

And spit it on the floor.

My owner said that I was bad,

And that’s what bones are for.

I like the toys she bought me,

And I love the rawhide chews,

But nothing really quite compares

To a pair of human shoes.

I like the smell, I like the taste,

I like the way they feel.

I like the way the leather rips,

It makes a tasty meal.

I’m still a little puppy,

I’m not yet very old.

And I could use a lot more work,

On doing what I’m told.

Until I can be trusted,

You could really help me out,

By hiding all your footwear,

Whenever I’m about.

I hope that I’m forgiven.

I really am quite nice.

I will try as best I can,

Not to do it twice!



— Maureen Slater —
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There is, incidentally, no way of talking about cats that enables one to come off as a sane person.

~Dan Greenberg



At 3:00 in the morning, something woke me. At first, I thought it was Starlight, my polydactyl cat. She had a favorite toy that made crinkly sounds. I listened for a moment and heard nothing, so I rolled over — right into a furry cat butt. My blood ran cold, and I got that whirling feeling in the pit of my stomach. Then, I heard the noise again. It was someone whispering. And it sounded like they were in my backyard. My fully enclosed by a six-foot-fence backyard. I don’t usually frighten easily, but I admit, whoever it was could have been singing the national anthem through a megaphone in a football stadium and I wouldn’t have been able to hear them over the pounding of my heart.

This was back in the day of landlines, and I had one on my bedside table. My hand slithered across the cold marble top of my nightstand and picked up the receiver. I held my breath, grateful it was one of those with the buttons on the handset. I pressed 911, ducked under the covers to muffle my voice, and held the phone to my ear. Nothing. Not the high-pitched sound that warned you to hang up your phone, not a dial tone, not a recording telling me my call couldn’t be completed. I heard nothing. Dead air. By now, I was thoroughly frightened.

Because of my scuba skills, I’d worked with one of the local agencies as a civilian volunteer. I knew from the scuttlebutt that there’d been a rash of breaking and entering. Now, it seemed, it was my turn. Cell phones were relatively new, but I had one. At night, I kept it on the charger on my desk in the spare room. I grabbed the cat. If someone broke in, they weren’t going to hurt her if I had anything to say about it. Then, I crawled down the hall to the guest room. The windows in there were high, and I was able to grab the phone without fear of being seen. I huddled against the side of the desk and pressed 911. This time, the dispatcher responded.

In hushed tones, I explained who I was and that I thought someone was in my backyard. Her words left me with my mouth hanging open. She told me they’d received a 911 call from my house, and the call had disconnected. The people in my backyard were the police.

My first thought was that the call I’d made on my bedside phone had connected. She told me no, the original call had come in about fifteen minutes earlier, and the police had just arrived. Thoroughly confused and still clutching the cat, I went into the kitchen and admitted one of the officers. When the door opened, Starlight jumped from my arms and onto the kitchen island — the same kitchen island that held my other landline. The landline with the receiver knocked off the base. The landline with three emergency buttons, one programed for 911, next to the regular keypad. While the officer and I watched, Star walked over the keypad. Her sixth toe depressed the emergency button as she made her way off the island.

My beautiful silver tabby with double dewclaws that looked just like opposable thumbs had knocked the receiver off the base in the kitchen, trod on the emergency number, and then walked over another button to disconnect the call. I unplugged the phone from the wall that night and replaced it the next morning. The new one lacked the emergency dial buttons, but that seemed to be for the best. Either way, I took some major ribbing from my law-enforcement friends over my security cat.

— Kait Carson —
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If you’re a true warrior, competition doesn’t scare you. It makes you better.

~Andrew Whitworth



Constructing pants for a chicken is difficult. I know this from experience. As a child, my mother and I sat in the living room of my grandparents’ home and studied our subject with every bit the fine eye of a Michelangelo or a da Vinci.

And similar to the muses of these great artists, our clucking model was stark-naked.

The lack of attire was the problem. In 1986, the Kentucky State Fair started sponsoring a costume contest for poultry. You read that right. This was a competition for kids to dress up their fowls and prance them across a stage for prizes, prestige, and quite possibly a few pecks. I was eleven at the time and ready for the challenge.

But much like the emperor, our cockerel had no clothes.

My grandfather, Col. Delma Sims, was a mainstay at the fair and the reason I knew about the event. For decades, the Colonel (of Kentucky, not the military variety) had shown his fluffy Banty hens and roosters, even once winning the coveted Grand Champion designation. As if preparing for a heavyweight fight, he also trained his boys for the fair’s crowing contests, where the rooster who cock-a-doodled the most in thirty minutes won the title.

Unlike the Tysons, we never ate our feathery flock. Instead, we treated them as royalty: our very own holy hens and cockerel kings who ruled our roost. Before the fair, each received a bath using warm water and Dawn dish soap. After their wash, I fluffed their feathers with a blow dryer.

If you can beautify a chicken, you can accomplish anything.

Except for dressing them, apparently.

Our would-be fashion icon took it all in stride. His name was Ronald Reagan, Jr., and he was my beloved pet. I’d handled him since he was a mere chick, so he was accustomed to humans — even those who tried to tailor him some trousers.

These weren’t just any pants; they were special fringed buckskin ones. For the contest, Ronnie would transform into Kentucky legend Daniel Boone. Mother had already fashioned him a coonskin cap out of a soda lid, a rubber band, and some store-bought fake fur. His brown coat, too, had been completed, featuring a little plastic musket glued to its side.

Creating trousers, however, was another matter. If you haven’t noticed, chickens have no real waist. Ronnie, a Birchen Modern Game, was a sleek ball of smooth feathers with two chopsticks of legs jettisoning from beneath. His rigid tail provided an obstacle that no human pants — or the smaller doll ones we tried — could conquer.

On the verge of allowing Ronnie to go without pants in front of an aghast audience, my mother had an idea. It was the ’80s, and bright, colorful leg warmers were all the rage. Why couldn’t our rooster channel his inner Jane Fonda and sport them, too?

And he did — two silos of stiff fabric that fastened together over the leg using Velcro. Amazingly, he didn’t seem to mind wearing his new outfit. No picking, ruffling or general unease.

All that came when we tried to walk our feathered friend on a leash.

The word “leash” may be too generous a term for our tethering. It was more of a thick packaging string fastened in a loop around Ronnie’s tiny ankle. If you ever wondered why the chicken crossed the road, it was probably to get away from a kid trying to walk it. Chickens are not dogs. They refuse obedience and turn their beaks up at the thought of any kind of control.

Their pomposity may be the reason why another Kentucky Colonel enjoyed frying them.

Ronnie was no different. He attempted to pull when any type of tension was exerted on the string. I gave in and allowed him to dictate our path, with the two of us traipsing about Grandma’s manicured front yard like chickens with their heads still on.

On the day of the big event, both my nerves and the August heat caused sweat to dampen my prairie-style dress. Ronnie just panted and blinked.

When it was our turn to awe the judges, I placed the miniature Daniel Boone on the stage floor. He proceeded to zigzag every which way until the contest officials shooed us both away.

Our pioneer pair ended up placing third. I still have the ribbon as proof.

Through the years, we entered other chickens in the contests. One duo portrayed Scarlett O’Hara and Rhett Butler. Our Rhett look-alike flew down from the dais and scurried under an audience member’s chair, only to emerge without his clothes, just as scandalous as his literary namesake.

Like most good things, the contest had age requirements. Only those under fourteen could participate. On my final entry in my eighth-grade year, we dressed a hen named Louise Mandrell as Annie Oakley. Her costume was similar to Daniel Boone’s, but we added two yarn braids rather than a coonskin cap.

And, boy, could she step. If the Rockettes accepted prancing poultry, she’d have a spot guaranteed.

We won. I used the $500 prize for a class trip to Washington, D.C. Louise, however, could not fly, at least on an airplane, and enjoyed her earnings in extra corn and grain.

When all was said and done, I learned a valuable lesson from these contests. No matter how many awards they win, chickens — just like us — still have to put on their pants one leg at a time.

— Amanda Beam —
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Pets are humanizing. They remind us we have an obligation and responsibility to preserve and nurture and care for all life.

~James Cromwell



It started with a divorce — and a whole bunch of promises. The day we announced the news to our son and daughter, their little faces crumpling, I blurted out that I would provide them with the following “perks”: bunk beds, a trip to Disney World, and pet gerbils.

After we moved into my new house a year later, I took them to the pet store for the promised baby gerbils. The salesperson turned the pups over, checked their equipment, and assured us they were both girls.

It wasn’t long before we discovered that our babies had made two more babies. Poor Taz just hadn’t been that well-endowed as a kid, and Speedy, the female, had lived up to her name.

At this point, I was supposed to return one of the gerbils to the pet store, which had a money-back policy if a same-sex couple proved to be not so same after all. But we couldn’t give up Taz or Speedy, so instead, I arranged for Taz to have a vasectomy performed by a microsurgeon.

I signed up for a $500 vasectomy for a $7 gerbil.

The day of the vasectomy, I found myself sitting with my legs tightly crossed, and I realized I couldn’t go through with it. I called off the surgery. To celebrate, those gerbils had another litter, and this time there were six little rascals to outplace.

This was getting out of hand, so I separated Taz and Speedy for several months. But Speedy had another litter anyway, some kind of immaculate conception according to the other residents of my house. They denied arranging any conjugal visits.

My daughter is an OB/GYN now, so she remains the lead suspect, especially since the gerbils were both housed in her room in their separate cages. This may have been her first successful effort to aid a couple in conceiving a child.

After the surprise litter, I gave in and officially put the happy pair back together. After all, Taz had to help with the babies. It was the responsible thing to do. Speedy had turned out to be a rather disinterested mother, and Taz seemed to do most of the work, industriously carrying those babies around in the cage.

Thus began what I call The Breeding Years and what my new husband would call The Something-Smells-Really-Bad Years.

Even though she was only nine, my daughter promised to do all the work. (Her older brother had already ceded the benefits and responsibilities of gerbil ownership to her.) She came through with flying colors. She cleaned the cage, fed the gerbils, kept them active and healthy, and even buried the occasional dead body. That was kind of morbid; one day I discovered a cache of little cardboard boxes she had ready and waiting in the cabinet beneath the cage, each one with “R.I.P.” written on its top.

Her most important function was finding homes for all the babies. We became proficient at palming off those babies on other families. Every time we had a litter, my little wheeler-dealer would take the babies to school for Show and Tell. When a mother would call and unenthusiastically say, “My kid wants one of those baby gerbils,” I would explain that gerbils were social creatures and had to be adopted in pairs. The OB in training was very good at figuring out which ones were girls and which ones were boys, much better than the guy at the pet store, so we were able to outplace the babies in non-reproductive pairs.

Over three years, those healthy, well-cared-for gerbils had sixty-two babies, and my daughter found homes for all of them.

And then, sadly, a week after Speedy delivered a new litter, she died.

The autopsy showed that she was full of tumors, a fairly common way for an elderly gerbil to end her years.

Yes, I paid for an autopsy on the gerbil.

— Amy Newmark —
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A toddler can do more in one unsupervised minute than most people can do all day.

~Author Unknown



“Mom, look! They’re free!” My seven-year-old son Billy pointed to the pet shop’s sign that hung three inches above a fibreglass fishpond. “We’re free!” it proclaimed in red balloon letters.

“Can we get one?” Billy asked.

We bought a fishbowl, fish food and a small fish net, left the pet shop with the free goldfish in a plastic bag of water, and headed for home.

I carefully poured the bag’s contents into the fishbowl. “What are you going to name him?”

Billy sprinkled flaked fish food over the water and watched the goldfish swim in slow circles around the bowl. “Spot,” he answered.

The name seemed appropriate. Spot was gold with a large white patch that encircled his dorsal fin.

Spot thrived in his glass abode. In fact, after a month with us, he had grown. “He looks too big for his bowl,” I said.

Billy agreed. “He doesn’t have room to swim. He needs an aquarium, and I think he’s lonely, too. We should get him a friend.”

I phoned my friend Carl, our animal and fish expert, to see if he could recommend a place to buy a small aquarium at a reasonable price. “I’ve got a small tank you can have,” Carl said. “A pump, too.” I hadn’t even considered a pump.

Once again, Billy and I visited the pet store. We bought a thermometer, aquarium gravel, a scuba-diver filter, a rock, a plastic plant and a treasure box. I had no idea how expensive free fish could be.

We set up Spot’s new home on a low cabinet. Billy covered the tank’s floor with blue aquarium gravel, placed the plastic foliage on the left side, and nestled the orange- and sand-coloured striped rock in front of it. To the right of the tank, he secured the scuba-diver filter and pressed the open treasure box into the gravel. Strands of plastic pearls spilled out of the box from amongst plastic gold goblets. We connected the diver’s tube to the pump and filled the aquarium with water. The scuba diver blew bubbles and hovered over the treasure box in perpetual examination of its contents. Billy clipped the thermometer to the side of the tank.

The next day, we visited the pet store again and returned with another free goldfish. We lowered the plastic bag into the aquarium water and let the fish swim out. I had given up trying to net Spot, afraid of pinching his fins against the glass, so I poured him, along with his water, into the tank. Spot executed a spectacular reverse twist dive that would impress an Olympic judge.

Billy introduced the fish. “Spot, here’s your new friend, Spike.”

I didn’t know how Billy arrived at Spike’s name. He was white with gold speckles and large, billowing white fins. I didn’t question the name choice, though. Spike slowly investigated the tank, while Spot darted from the treasure chest to the plant, around the rock and back to the chest. The fish ignored each other, but they seemed to enjoy their surroundings. We replaced the tank’s top, and Billy sprinkled fish food through the flap that opened along the front.

I thought of our inquisitive two-year-old and told Billy, “Make sure you never feed them when Jimmy’s here. I don’t want him to know that the top opens.”

A week later, though, I noticed an arrowroot biscuit floating on the water’s surface. Uh, oh. I didn’t know if the biscuit was meant to be a meal or a life raft, but I did know that it meant trouble.

When Jimmy woke from his afternoon nap, I explained to him that the fish had special food that only Billy would feed them. “Alright?”

“Yup.” Jimmy smiled and nodded.

He didn’t feed them again. The next day, however, I found him on tiptoes, just tall enough to reach the tank’s open lid and drop a Hot Wheels metallic blue Chevrolet into the aquarium. Spot and Spike managed to avoid the car as it sank quickly, landed on the rock, and slid down to lie on its side in the gravel.

“Jimmy, no!” I pulled his hands away from the aquarium, but not before he released a red Camaro. This time, Spot swam into the path of the car, which grazed his side. Spot careened into the scuba diver and then made for the back of the tank, where he hid behind the plant for a half-hour.

Three days later, Billy called me, “Mom! Come and see! Spot’s growing hair.”

I checked the tank and saw a patch of white fuzz growing along Spot’s side.

I returned to the pet shop. I explained that one of the fish they gave us had white fuzz growing on one side.

“Ick,” said the store employee, Randy. “Your fish has Ick.”

“What causes Ick?” I asked, as Randy handed me a bottle of Ick remedy.

“Could be the water temperature’s off,” he said, handing me the receipt for the medicine.

“The water is 70 degrees Fahrenheit,” I told him.

Randy rubbed the back of his neck. “Sometimes, if a new fish is introduced into the tank, it can spread Ick.”

“We got another fish here a few weeks ago,” I told him.

“Does the new fish have Ick, too?” Randy asked.

“No.” I shook my head.

“Then the new fish didn’t cause it.” Randy scooped litter into a box. “Is it possible that the fish was stressed?”

“Well, he was hit by a car.”

Randy stopped mid-scoop.

“A red Camaro Z/28 to be exact,” I added.

Randy turned to face me. “We’re still talking about a fish, right?”

I nodded.

Randy shrugged. “Maybe your family isn’t ready for an aquarium.”

— Lynn Tremblay —
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Laughter gives us distance. It allows us to step back from an event, deal with it and then move on.

~Bob Newhart



My mother’s voice called to us over the clatter of dishes from the kitchen. “Please be sure to feed the salamanders.”

I followed my older brother out to the garage and watched as he refilled the water and food for our two salamanders. He even took one out of its tank and let me hold him.

My brother was always happy to share his pet with me. “See? Blackie is a nice salamander. He won’t hurt you. He’s happy to live here as long as we take care of him. His friend Spotty is nice, too.”

My second brother entered the garage with a load of laundry. “Hey! Help me with all this? There’s more in the living room.”

I was happy to follow my three older brothers around, even if it was just to watch them manage tasks I was considered too young to help with. I imagined someday I could help, too, and I often chased after them while pushing my doll in her stroller.

My mother’s voice could be heard from around the open door. “And be sure to remove the lint from the lint trap.”

“What’s a lint trap?” I asked, peering into the laundry machine.

“Back away, Michele. You aren’t allowed to mess with the machine.”

“Can I help with the lint trap?”

My brother’s eyebrows came together as he paused his task of sorting the darks and lights. “No idea what a lint trap is. Do you guys know?”

My brothers and I exchanged looks. Whatever a lint trap was, it would have to wait. Besides, we had plans for ice cream after dinner and maybe a trip to the school playground at the end of our cul-de-sac. We were pretty sure the lint trap wasn’t a critical part of our task.

My mother’s voice again: “Finish your chores before 7:00, and we will take you out for your favorite ice cream!” She paused and then raised her voice a bit over the clattering of dishes. “Please close the lid to the salamander’s tank. It gave me a fright when I found Blackie darting through the garage last night!”

It was almost 7:00. We threw the darks in with the lights, poured in some detergent, and hastily pushed the buttons on the machine. The four of us happily went off to get our ice cream.

It wasn’t until the next day that I heard a ruckus coming from the garage.

“Oh, my goodness! Someone mixed my dark sweater up with my white pants. What a disaster!” My mother sounded disappointed.

My brothers were in school, and my mother was busy with household chores. Her sister had come to visit and was buzzing about, helping her.

“I mean, it’s a good idea to have the boys help with chores, but maybe have them just do their own laundry,” my aunt suggested.

My mother sighed. “Luckily, it was an older sweater but how frustrating.”

Suddenly, my aunt exclaimed, “Maria, what is that? A rat?” She jumped on top of the dryer and began screaming.

The screams became a chorus as my mother ran from the garage.

My aunt continued screaming. “Yes. It’s a rat, I think! Oh, and it has a friend. A very furry rat! Oh, it must be old! It’s white and fluffy.”

My mother grabbed a broom and peered around the door. I hid behind her legs to have a peek.

My aunt continued: “Oh, man, I have never seen such a fluffy rat. It must be a mutant. It’s so… so WEIRD! My God, I think it has a BEARD!”

“A beard!” My mother began to reason her way through the situation. “I don’t think a rat can have a beard.”

“Well, this… this THING has one. A long, long white one. And its friend has an even longer one! A big, long, fluffy one…”

There, in the center of the garage, were two very small creatures scurrying this way and that. My aunt was correct. The things did have beards: one long Santa Claus beard each. All they needed was a tiny red suit and black boots to wear over their webbed feet.

My mother crawled closer, inch by inch, and then began to roar with laughter.

“Blackie? Is that you, Blackie? And what’s all over your head?”

She leaned down and peeled the massive lint ball off the salamander.

And that’s how I learned about lint traps.

— Michele Boom —







[image: Story 8] Resurrection!



If you want your children to be intelligent, read them fairy tales. If you want them to be more intelligent, read them more fairy tales.

~Albert Einstein



It was school vacation, so my friend Corinne and I arranged to meet at the park so our kids could let off steam. When we arrived, her boys Simon and Andrew were already kicking a ball and Louise was playing on the slide. My two went to join in.

“Hi, Corinne! Is John enjoying his post-Easter break?” Her husband is the minister of our church. He preached a cracking sermon on Easter Sunday and deserved a couple of days off.

“He has to stay in today to meet the boiler man,” she told me.

“Oh. You got boiler trouble?”

She glanced quickly at Andrew on the field and then launched into the story. “You know Andrew’s hamster?”

“Hamish?”

“Yeah. Well, it was Easter Sunday, straight after church. I went home first to put the finishing touches to the meal, and the kids were due to come a bit later with John. It was really chilly, d’you remember? Much colder than today.” I nodded. “Without telling me, Andrew had taken pity on Hamish and moved his cage nearer to the boiler. He thought it was too draughty next to the back door. I was checking the dining table. I’d done my best — made the napkins into origami chicks and put a Cadbury Creme Egg in each one. The lamb was in the oven, and the potatoes were roasting nicely. I gave myself a pat on the back and reckoned I’d earned five minutes of peace. But it was quite warm in the kitchen because the oven had been on all morning. So, I went to turn down the thermostat on the boiler, and that’s when I spotted Hamish’s cage.”

I could guess the next part of her story from her expression. “Oh, no! Not on Easter Sunday!”

“Yep! There he was, on his back on the floor of the cage, with all four little pink paws in the air! I knew that the kids would be back any minute, and I thought I should break the news to Andrew gently — cushion the blow, you know.” I nodded again. “So, I took the cage outside, round the back, and out of sight. Then, before I could work out how to explain it — Andrew’s only seven, after all — they came bursting in, and he noticed straightaway that the cage wasn’t there. I tried to stop him from going into the back garden, told him that hamsters only have short lives, and Hamish’s life had been a very happy one, but Andrew pulled away from me and went dashing outside. He shouted — made a kind of whoop — but he didn’t sound distressed. He came running back in, saying, ‘My hamster has risen from the dead! The resurrection is really true!’ So, I went to look, and sure enough, Hamish was whizzing round in his wheel as usual.”

“So… so what happened?”

“Long story short, the boiler had been giving off poisonous fumes. John and I had no idea, with us buzzing in and out. But with the door closed all morning and Hamish being right next to the boiler, he succumbed.”

“Like the canaries in the mines?”

“Exactly! John suspected the boiler — it’s an old one, after all — so we switched it off and phoned the company as soon as the holiday was over. The man’s coming today, and Hamish is as good as new.”

“So, it was a Happy Easter?”

“You bet!”

— Helen Parker —
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I’m not sure if this counts as an official truce, and it definitely doesn’t feel like friendship, but at the very least it’s something better than before.

~Rebecca Caprara, Worst-Case Collin



There are a lot of theories and ideas when it comes to working with horses, but one pretty standard rule is to not leave a horse with a halter on for any reason. I remember this being drilled into my head in college while I was studying animal science. The professor would then follow that up with some horrible story of a horse that had gotten his halter caught on something and had been injured.

Years after college, I was working with my mare Lady outside my small farm near Nashville. She had several quirks that I was trying to train out of her. She didn’t like to be tacked up, so my only goal that morning was to lift a saddle up on her back and take it off again, repeating this process several times until she wasn’t bothered by it anymore.

As I was working with Lady, my son came running out to the porch with a phone in his hand.

“Someone needs to talk to you,” he yelled across the yard.

I patted the mare softly and walked across the yard and up onto the front porch.

“You will never believe what my husband said,” my friend said on the phone.

This was not going to be a short conversation. I glanced over at Lady, standing patiently tied next to the barn.

“Hold on just a second,” I said, interrupting her story.

I set down the phone and ran out to unclip Lady’s lead rope, thinking she could walk around and graze while I talked to my friend.

I left the bright blue nylon halter in place so that I would have an easier time catching her later.

Within a few minutes, I was back to listening to the stupid thing my friend’s husband had said. I settled on to the swing on the front porch where I could watch the kids and the horse and talk on the phone at the same time.

Lady, for her part, was wandering around the pasture nibbling on grass and generally acting like a horse. There was a small goat pen next to the horse pasture. When I first got Lady, a horsey friend had suggested that since I only had one horse, we should get a goat. But Lady detested goats. She took one look at the little goat and raced to the farthest part of the pen away from it. We built the goat his own little pen and named him Billy, and before long he had his own little herd of female goats to keep him happy. We loved the goats, and we loved the horse, but they didn’t love each other.

Billy grew up to be a beautiful goat with shaggy fur and shiny, curved black horns. He would pace up and down the fence line if Lady got too close and try to scare her off. Lady, for her part, tried to antagonize the goat as often as she could. She would reach over the fence and try to bite him and shake her head at him. Sometimes, she would take off running for the goat pen as fast as she could and come to a sudden stop right before the fence, rearing and bucking as if to let the goat know who was boss.

Most days, I kept them as far away from each other as possible, but not today. I had fed the goats earlier that morning, and Billy was calmy eating a cake of alfalfa hay. As I watched from the porch, Lady put her long neck over the fence, bared her teeth, scared off the goats, and grabbed a big mouthful of hay. After being scared off his breakfast a couple of times, Billy decided he was going to have to protect his food source.

The next time Lady went to put her head over the fence and steal a bit of hay, Billy was ready. He put down his head and rushed to the fence to butt the horse. I watched in disbelief as, at the exact same time that Billy rushed toward the mare when her neck was down to grab the hay, she reared up and caught Billy’s curved horns in her halter. Momentum let her pull the goat over the fence with his curved horns hooked into the nylon straps. When she realized that her enemy was attached to her, she freaked out. She took off running as fast as she could. Poor Billy was trapped and had no choice but to get dragged along underneath the horse.

I dropped the phone and ran for the pasture as fast as I could. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I had to do something. Lady bucked and reared and ran around, trying to dislodge the goat. The goat was being stomped on and dragged, but there was nothing he could do to get himself free. I climbed over the fence, hoping to grab Lady by the halter and unhook it or break it free.

She wanted nothing to do with me. She ran along the fence line and suddenly reared up. Somehow, the goat horns slipped out from under the halter. Lady ran as fast as she could to the other end of the pasture with her sides heaving and sweaty. Billy lay completely still in the field.

I raced toward him. His eyes were closed, but his sides were heaving. At least he was still breathing. I couldn’t see any injuries, but I might not be able to see if he had broken bones or internal injuries where the horse had stepped on him. I stroked his neck softly and called his name. Suddenly, he opened his eyes. He lifted his neck and shook his head. With a little help, he got to his feet. He was up. He was shaking and had to lean on me to walk, but he was up. Slowly, we made our way over to the goat pen. I opened the gate and helped him in. The other goats surrounded him and seemed to offer him comfort.

I walked carefully over to Lady, and after looking her over, slipped off the halter. She shook her head gratefully, walked off, and started nibbling on grass. Billy was soon acting normal as well. No one seemed to have any injuries because of the morning debacle. I learned firsthand that leaving a horse in a halter unsupervised was a terrible idea. Even though it didn’t end in a tragedy this time, I vowed to never let it happen again.

Lady and Billy never became friends, but all the dramatic aggressive displays stopped. Maybe Billy learned to respect Lady’s size and power, and maybe Lady realized how tough Billy the goat really was. Whatever the reason, their truce lasted the rest of their lives.

— Theresa B. Brandt —
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I had been told that the training procedure with cats was difficult. It’s not. Mine had me trained in two days.

~Bill Dana



Zoom, zoom, zoom!

The kitten I called Lili (but should have named after Richard Petty) had only two speeds: 200 miles per hour or asleep. When she wasn’t racing around the house, climbing my new curtains, or bounding up on top of my high shelves in the kitchen, she demanded to curl up on my lap for a snooze.

Since I work from home, the second option, although not conducive to typing, was the better one of the two.

The day I led a two-hour Zoom meeting, she conducted her own session of zooming around my office, the only room in our house not cat-proofed. While I tried to pay attention to the meeting, I also kept her busy playing fetch and chasing the laser pointer. But she still found time to knock pens off my desk, print test pages on my color printer, and claw several tissues out of the box.

In the middle of the meeting, I announced a five-minute break and took out my zoomie cat. After visiting the kitchen to refill my coffee cup, I noticed that I’d failed to shut my door completely. Even before I went back into my office, I knew she’d pushed open the door and pounced on her favorite spot: my computer keyboard.

There she stood, in full view of my camera, pressing down several keys at once. I scooted her off my desk and sat down. But my Zoom meeting had disappeared. How had she clicked out of the whole meeting?

Five minutes had already passed, and surely my associates wondered why I’d suddenly shut down the meeting. As the originator, I wasn’t sure if it would stay open for the others, or if Lili had booted out everyone.

I searched my email and found a number for one of the other participants — the one we’ve deemed tech-savvy — and texted her. “Hi, Patricia, it’s Lyneta. My cat closed my Zoom app. Are you all still in the meeting?”

A reply immediately popped up. “I am not Patricia.”

Oh, good gracious. How on earth would I get everyone back into the meeting? I checked the number in my email again. Sure enough, I was one digit off. I picked up my phone to text Patricia again, but I’d gotten another text from my wrong-number pal. “How did your cat close down Zoom?”

Sorry, wrong-number friend, I can’t chat right now. I’ve got to get my meeting back online.

I typed in Patricia’s number, this time double-checking to make sure it was correct before I sent the message. “Patricia, are you all still in the meeting?”

Patricia texted me back. “We are, and we can see you.”

Oh, no!

So, I was still in the meeting? And they were watching this whole debacle? I’m sure my facial expressions were a litany of dismay, frustration, and panic. Not professional at all.

I turned up the volume on my computer, but I still couldn’t find the Zoom window to unmute myself. I could hear them, but they couldn’t hear me. Patricia, Deb, Roberta, and Kathy all recommended various ways I could find my Zoom window, but none of their suggestions worked.

Meanwhile, wrong-number friend texted again. “I need answers now!” It was followed by four laughing emojis.

I briefly considered throwing my computer out the window and joining an Amish sect so that I could spend my days churning butter. My husband, who also works from home, heard my distressed conversation and came to rescue me. In less than thirty seconds, he found my Zoom icon in the dock and clicked on it, and my meeting reappeared.

Thank heavens! I shooed Lili away. Finally, my cohorts and I were able to get back to business.

With the meeting running again, I took a deep breath and texted back my new wrong-number friend, hopeful that I could focus my full attention on the meeting after that. “I’m so sorry. I texted the wrong number. I had left the meeting for a minute, and my cat stepped on the keyboard. Sorry to bother you.”

Wrong-number friend immediately texted back. “It was no bother, just a break from the monotony.”

Lili leaped onto my lap and put her paws on my monitor. She seemed to be really fond of Roberta. I wondered if the silly cat was trying to get into Roberta’s lap through the computer screen. I threw a toy for her, and she launched off my legs to go chase it. Then, I texted the random stranger from who-knows-where. “You can have my cat. She’s really cute and will keep your life interesting.”

My new wrong-number friend sent back more laughing emojis and then, “Cats are always interesting.” At least someone found her antics entertaining.

By the end of the meeting, Lili had curled up in my lap and closed her eyes. Patricia and the others commented on how loudly she purred. I petted her soft fur and signed off. I needed another stretch break, but I did not move.

Lili’s little motor hummed as she zoomed around in dreamland. I leaned back in my chair and scratched her ears. Let her rest a little, I decided. She’d be back up to 200 miles per hour in 2.1 seconds.

— Lyneta L. Smith —
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A dog can’t think that much about what he’s doing, he just does what feels right.

~Barbara Kingsolver



I was the Class Manager for a fabric and crafts store early in my working life. My job was to hire instructors to teach popular arts and crafts classes to the community. I was also required to participate in all new instructors’ classes so that I would become knowledgeable about the activity that was being taught.

One of the first people whom I hired was a professional cake decorator. This was of great interest in the early ’90s, and I wanted to learn the skills to make my own fancy cakes to impress friends and family.

I set up the class to run for six weeks. One of the requirements for every class was that we had to have a flat sheet cake baked and coated with a layer of base icing. This is what we would use to practice our border piping and cursive writing, as well as placing intricate frosting flowers and leaves abundantly over the surface. It was great fun, and at the end of each class, I would give my cake to the employees who were in the store that night so they could have a little after-work party.
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