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Introduction 

As our ancestors sat cross-legged around fires in caves for warmth and protection, the rhythmic pounding of wild horses’ hooves broke the silence. The thundering sound echoed across time and space.

Primitive cave art in Lascaux, France and classic stories of horses carrying Roman legions, Spanish invaders, and Native Americans to war contrast with modern images of horses racing across our television sets carrying the Lone Ranger, Roy Rogers and Ben Cartwright. Mounted horse racing was popular in the Greek Olympics almost 700 years before Christ. Today, tapes of 4-H shows are re-played in living rooms and photo finishes are simulcast at racetracks around the country.

Mourned by warriors, immortalized by Hollywood and cherished by little girls, the special relationship between mankind and horses not only exists historically, it still flourishes today. The magic of the relationship between horse and human lies not in its strength and longevity; it lies in the mystery of how two different species can be drawn so closely to one another.

Watch as a little girl, only a hock high, holds an apple in her hand as this massive animal takes it gingerly into its mouth. So delicate she is, in contrast to the horse’s massive size and strength. The eternal instinct to flee is subdued as a rider climbs onto a horse’s back; a position this prey animal should find threatening, yet there is no fear, only a mutual shared trust.

In a marvelously symbiotic relationship, horses give humans speed, stamina and strength, while we provide them with a steady food supply and protection from predators.

We have shared a destiny for thousands of years as the horse’s role in our lives has changed from utilitarian to one of emotion and pleasure. Within the past hundred years, horses were as much a part of our daily lives as our cars and tractors are today. Long before airplanes and cell phones, the horse had become integral to our very existence and ability to communicate, as it not only moved faster and farther than almost any animal, it could and would carry a human upon its back. For early man, the experience of riding was as close to flying as he could possibly get.

Horses manifest an extraordinary sense of fun, frivolity and joy. Good old-fashioned “horse play” is an essential part of a horse’s daily life; something we humans would do well to mimic. Many of us come home from work feeling like a human piñata—beaten but not quite broken—slip on our boots and head for the barn where we bury our heads in our horses and take in their aroma. Sharing time with a horse elevates senses, expands awareness and amplifies this thing called life.

Horse lovers scrimp on groceries so our horses can eat the best. We won’t go to the doctor if we’re flat on our back in bed, yet we call the vet if our horse has the equivalent of a cold. This dedication and commitment is rewarded by a soft nicker, a gentle ruff of breath, the quiet reassurance of a neck to cradle, a flawless dressage move, a fluid jump, a recordbreaking time around the barrels or a blue ribbon from the county fair. That’s all a horse lover needs.

For all their strength, horses can touch with amazing gentleness. For all their speed, they can gloriously harness their “stay apparatus” and stand three legged for hours in the sun. For their size as the largest domesticated animal, they allow waiflike riders to control them with simple pressure of a leg. It is in these amazing contradictions that we find ourselves lost in the mystery of the bond between our two species.

Saying good-bye to one of these magnificent animals causes us to reflect on this partnership. While we find it brimming with warm memories, we grieve for their loss as we would for any other family member. These themes of extreme sadness and joy were shared in many of the stories we considered for this book.

The stories in Chicken Soup for the Horse Lover’s Soul were selected to give you a richer, deeper understanding of the bond between humans and horses. You will find stories so moving that they will test the limits of your tear ducts while others will have you laughing out loud or running to give your horse a hug and a treat. Other stories shine an illuminating light on the horse’s unique versatility, intelligence and intuitiveness; or their strength, stamina and athletic prowess. You will welcome new foals and say good-bye to others. But, when all is said and done, that mysterious spell cast upon little boys and girls by ponies and stories like Black Beauty still cannot be explained. The mystery isn’t meant to be solved, but enjoyed.

Ranchhands to city slickers, rodeo queens to seniors who never lost their love for horses, will see themselves saddling up in the stories of Chicken Soup for the Horse Lover’s Soul. As you read, no doubt you’ll be reacquainted with old friends, recall sad and happy experiences, or decide to delight someone with a gift that they will beam upon receiving.

Happy tales and happy trails.



1 
A SPECIAL BOND 

Somewhere in time’s Own Space There must be some sweet pastured place Where creeks sing on and tall trees grow Some Paradise where horses go, For by the love that guides my pen I know great horses live again.

Stanley Harrison 



The Racking Horse 

A  horse is worth more than riches.

Spanish Proverb 

The first time Bart told me about his horse Dude, I knew their bond had been something special. But I never suspected that Dude would deliver a wonderful gift to me.

Growing up on a 100-year-old family farm in Tennessee, Bart loved all animals. But Dude, the chestnut-colored Quarter Horse that Bart received when he turned nine, became his favorite. Years later when Bart’s father sold Dude, Bart grieved in secret.

Even before I met and married Bart, I knew all about grieving in secret, too. Because of my dad’s job, our family relocated every year. Deep inside, I wished we could stay in one place where I could develop lasting friendships. But I never said anything to my parents. I didn’t want to hurt them. Yet sometimes I wondered if even God could keep track of us the way we moved from place to place.

One summer evening in 1987, as Bart and I glided on our front-porch swing, my husband suddenly blurted out, “Did I ever tell you that Dude won the World Racking Horse Championship?”

“Rocking horse championship?” I asked.

“Racking,” Bart corrected, smiling gently. “It’s a kind of dancing that horses do. Takes lots of training. You use four reins to guide the horse. It’s pretty hard.” Bart gazed at the pasture. “Dude was the greatest racking horse ever.”

“Then why’d you let your dad sell him?” I probed.

“I didn’t know he was even thinking about it,” Bart explained. “When I was seventeen, I started a short construction job down in Florida. I guess Dad figured I wouldn’t be riding anymore, so he sold Dude without even asking me. Running a horse farm means you buy and sell horses all the time, and that’s what Dad did.

“I’ve always wondered if that horse missed me as much as I’ve missed him. I’ve never had the heart to try to find him. I couldn’t stand knowing if something bad . . .” Bart’s voice trailed off.

After that, few nights passed without Bart mentioning Dude. My heart ached for him. I didn’t know what to do. Then one afternoon while I walked through the pasture, a strange thought came to me. In my heart, a quiet voice said, “Lori, find Dude for Bart.”

How absurd! I thought. I knew nothing about horses, certainly not how to find and buy one. That was Bart’s department.

The harder I tried to dismiss the thought, the stronger it grew. I did not dare mention it to anyone except God. Each day I asked him to guide me.

On a Saturday morning three weeks after the first “find Dude” notion, a new meter reader, Mr. Parker, stopped by while I was working in the garden. We struck up a friendly conversation. When he mentioned he’d once bought a horse from Bart’s dad, I interrupted.

“You remember the horse’s name?” I asked.

“Sure do,” Mr. Parker said. “Dude. Paid $2,500 for him.”

I wiped the dirt from my hands and jumped up, barely catching my breath.

“Do you know what happened to him?” I asked.

“Yep. I sold him for a good profit.”

“Where’s Dude now?” I asked. “I need to find him.”

“That’d be impossible,” Mr. Parker explained. “I sold that horse years ago. He might even be dead by now.”

“But could you . . . would you . . . be willing to try to help me find him?” After I explained the situation, Mr. Parker stared at me for several seconds. Finally, he agreed to join the search for Dude, promising not to say anything to Bart.

Each Friday for almost a year, I phoned Mr. Parker to see if his sleuthing had turned up anything. Each week his answer was the same: “Sorry, nothing yet.”

One Friday I called Mr. Parker with another idea. “Could you at least find one of Dude’s babies for me?”

“Don’t think so,” he chuckled. “Dude was a gelding.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I’ll take a gelding baby.”

“You really do need help.” Mr. Parker explained that geldings are unable to reproduce. Then he seemed to double his efforts to help. Several weeks later, he phoned me on a Monday.

“I found him,” he shouted. “I found Dude!”

“Where?” I said, wanting to jump through the phone.

“On a farm in Georgia,” Mr. Parker said. “A family bought Dude for their teenage son. But they can’t do anything with the horse. In fact, they think Dude’s crazy. Maybe dangerous. Bet you could get him back real easy.”

Mr. Parker was right. I called the family in Rising Fawn, Georgia, and made arrangements to buy Dude for $300. I struggled to keep my secret until the weekend. On Friday, I met Bart at the front door after work.

“Will you go for a ride with me?” I asked in my most persuasive voice. “I have a surprise for you.”

“Honey,” Bart protested, “I’m tired.”

“Please, Bart. I’ve packed a picnic supper. It’ll be worth the ride, I promise.”

Bart got into the Jeep. As I drove, my heart beat so fast that I thought it would burst as I chatted about family matters.

“Where are we going?” Bart asked after thirty minutes.

“Just a bit farther,” I said.

Bart sighed. “Honey, I love you. But I can’t believe I let you drag me off.”

I didn’t defend myself. I’d waited too long to ruin things now. However, by the time I steered off the main highway onto a gravel road, Bart was so annoyed that he wasn’t speaking to me. When I turned from the gravel road to a dirt trail, Bart glared.

“We’re here,” I said, stopping in front of the third fence post.

“Here where? Lori, have you lost your mind?” Bart barked.

“Stop yelling,” I said. “Whistle.”

“What?” Bart shouted.

“Whistle,” I repeated. “Like you used to . . . for Dude. Just whistle. You’ll understand in a minute.”

“Well . . . I. . . . This is crazy,” Bart sputtered as he got out of the Jeep.

To humor me, Bart whistled. Nothing happened.

“Oh, God,” I whispered. “Don’t let this be a mistake.”

“Do it again,” I prodded.

Bart whistled once more, and we heard a sound in the distance. What was it? I could barely breathe.

Bart whistled again. Suddenly over the horizon, a horse came at a gallop. Before I could speak, Bart leaped over the fence.

“Dude!” he yelled, running toward his beloved friend. I watched the blurs of horse and husband meet as if they were performing in one of those slow-motion reunion scenes on television. Bart hopped up on his pal, stroking his mane and patting his neck.

Immediately, a sandy-haired, tobacco-chewing teenage boy and his huffing parents crested the hill.

“Mister, what are you doing?” the boy yelled. “That horse is crazy. Can’t nobody do nothing with him.”

“No,” Bart boomed. “He’s not crazy. He’s Dude.”

To everyone’s amazement, at Bart’s soft command to the unbridled horse, Dude threw his head high and began racking. As the horse pranced through the pasture, no one spoke. When Dude finished dancing for joy, Bart slid off him.

“I want Dude home,” he said.

“I know,” I replied with tears in my eyes. “All the arrangements have been made. We can come back and get him.”

“Nope,” Bart insisted. “He’s coming home tonight.”

I phoned my in-laws and soon they arrived with a horse trailer. We paid for Dude and headed home.

Bart spent the night in the barn. I knew he and Dude had a lot of catching up to do. As I looked out of the bedroom window, the moon cast a warm glow over the farm. I smiled, knowing that my husband and I now had a wonderful story to tell our future children and grandchildren.

“Thank you, Lord,” I whispered. Then the truth hit me. I’d searched longer for Dude than I’d ever lived in one place. God had used the process of finding my husband’s beloved horse to renew my trust in the friend who sticks closer than a brother.

“Thank you, Lord,” I whispered again as I fell asleep. “Thank you for never losing track of Dude—or me.”

Lori Bledsoe as told to Rhonda Reese 



A Rocky Rescue 

The Lord was ever present in Mama’s daily life. So it was natural for her to invoke his assistance for any task that proved difficult—from the piddling ones that hardly seemed to require divine intervention to those that were knottier and more difficult to resolve. I can remember being no more than seven or eight years old and watching her as she pitted all the strength of her five-foot-tall body into popping the lid from a jar of canned green beans. It wouldn’t budge.

Mom stopped and sighed. Then holding the stubborn jar in her left hand, she raised her eyes heavenward and said, “Lord, I’d like to feed these beans to my family for dinner, but I need your help in getting this lid off. Thank you, Lord.”

Her tone was reverential and totally respectful, but the little prayer was delivered in an attitude of one friend talking to another. Matter of fact. Affectionate. But, most importantly, confident of receiving an answer.

Mom lowered her eyes and put her right hand on the lid. She gave a twist and off it came, so easily that it appeared oiled.

I can remember being impressed, even as a youngster, by Mom’s faith. I believed in her and I believed in God, but for whatever reasons, I just couldn’t muster up that closeness to him that she enjoyed. There were times when I wondered how in the world she could talk so much to someone she’d never seen. I asked her about it once, and she told me she had seen him. Of course, she went on to explain that she saw him in the flowers and trees and stars and in a host of his other creations. That was fine, but it wasn’t what I had in mind.

Mom didn’t read the Bible a lot, but curiously she managed to find various passages relating to horses. You see, I was a horse nut and I had my very own big, black, wonderful Tennessee Walker. His name was Bob’s Merry Legs and he was far more than just a horse. He was a friend. He listened to all of the secret things that welled up inside my heart. The broad white blaze on his face caught my tears. His ears moved back and forth as he strained to catch every syllable that I uttered to him. Mom knew that if there was any way to reach me with God, it was through horses.

So she read to me passages from Job, with the Lord speaking of the horse’s might and majesty. She told me how Jesus would come back one day and he’d be riding a big white horse as all of his saints rode horses behind him. I could envision the scene. It made my heart beat faster and my pulse race with excitement. I imagined an even grander cavalcade, with angels on horses, their robes flowing downward over the animals strong withers and backward across their muscled rumps. Then when I went outside with Bob, I pictured him in heaven and thought Jesus might be proud to ride him.

Every morning that there was school, I got out of bed, dressed, ate breakfast and went outside to visit with Bob before catching the yellow bus that I rode for a total of three hours each day. One morning I went through my routine and then headed for the barn, snatching some sugar cubes as I passed the kitchen counter. I went out the back door, whistling and calling for my friend. His routine was as predictable as mine. He would hear my whistle and call, look out the barn door and then come romping into the paddock to whinny and hang his head over the fence. This particular morning, however, something was wrong. There was no Bob. I panicked.

“Bob?” I called again. I opened the paddock gate and went into the barn. He wasn’t there. I went back to the paddock and from the angle of the barn doorway, I spotted the problem. There was a section of fence down and Bob obviously had wandered off. I was frightened.

I ran back to the house and told Mom that I wouldn’t be going to school—a rather presumptuous announcement for a ten-year-old fifth-grader.

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Bob’s missing.”

She didn’t repeat what I’d said. Mom was like that. In a crisis, she always had an immediate grasp of the situation.

“I’ll go get Daddy,” she responded. “You wait here.”

I could hardly stand still. My best friend was out there somewhere. I knew it would take Mom only a few minutes to drive to the field where Daddy was working in the cotton. That’s where I was raised: on a 100-acre cotton farm that was crisscrossed with dozens of dirt roads. Bob and I knew all of them.

It seemed like forever, but no more than ten minutes could have passed when Daddy pulled into the backyard in his truck with Mom behind in her car.

Mom got out. Daddy didn’t. He yelled for me to get in the truck. I did and he started driving.

We covered those dirt roads, but there was no Bob. Daddy was trying not to show it, but I knew he was getting worried. Suddenly, he said, “I’m going across the main dirt road to Mr. Rogers’ place.” There was something about the way he said it that made my skin prickle. I can still remember the feeling.

We crossed the main road and headed toward a huge gravel pit. Daddy stopped a safe distance from the rim and we got out. We looked down and there, appearing very small, was Bob. I immediately started to cry as if my heart had broken.

Knowing that tears wouldn’t help Bob, I wiped my eyes, hiccupped three or four times, edged closer to the rim of the gravel pit and looked down. I could see that Bob’s right rear foot was cocked off the ground so that it was bearing no weight—a sure sign that it was injured. There was no use asking or even wondering how or why he’d gotten into the pit. The only concern was getting him out.

We lived in a tiny, rural community. There were no such things as rescue helicopters or even much in the way of emergency assistance. Daddy began walking around the rim and I followed. He came to a spot where the wall of the pit gradually sloped and a sort of trail led to the bottom. Bob, who wasn’t wearing shoes, had left hoofprints in the dirt that was still soft from a rain three days before.

Daddy and I looked at one another.

“I have to go down and get him,” I said.

“No way,” Daddy responded. “You’ll get hurt, your mother will kill me and I have no idea what else will happen. But I do know that you’re not going down there.”

I wiped away the last of the tears and looked Daddy straight in the eye. “Then how will we get him?”

“I’ll go,” Daddy answered.

“He won’t follow you, and you know it,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I can scoot down and, then coming back up, I’ll have Bob to hold on to. He won’t let me fall.” Suddenly, I knew I was speaking the truth. Bob was my best friend and that meant I was the one to rescue him. And I was his best friend, which meant he’d do all he could to keep me from harm.

Nevertheless, Daddy was torn.

“There’s no choice, Daddy.”

He knew I was right.

“We don’t have a lead rope,” he said.

“We don’t need one. Bob’s wearing a halter. Besides, I know he’ll follow me without a rope or a halter.”

Daddy knelt down and double-tied my tennis shoes, shortening the laces and tightening the knot. He got up and stood back. I knew that was his way of giving me his permission. I sat down at the top of the trail and started scooting, kicking rocks as I went.

I don’t know how long it took me to reach Bob. I remember it seemed to take hours to scoot all the way to the bottom of the gravel pit and I shredded my jeans in the process. 

When I was three-quarters of the way down, Bob hobbled in my direction and started whinnying. I thought of Mama. I knew what she would do.

“Lord,” I breathed, “I know I have no business doing this, but my friend needs help. I know you like horses or you wouldn’t have them in your Bible. I don’t know if I can do this, Lord, so I’d sure appreciate it if you’d give me a hand. Thank you.” I didn’t realize it then, but I must surely have sounded just like Mama.

I reached the bottom and turned around to wave at Daddy. I immediately wished I hadn’t because it made me think of the climb we’d need to make to get out of the pit. I reached up and patted Bob on the neck.

“You silly, silly horse,” I crooned. “Why’d you ever get out and why in the world did you come here?” He looked at me as if to apologize for causing so much trouble.

“Okay,” I said, “I know your foot hurts, but you don’t have a choice—just like I didn’t have one. I’ll help you, but you’ll have to help me, too.” I took hold of his halter with one hand and put my other hand on the side of his neck to help steady me. We were ready when I suddenly halted.

“Lord,” I said matter-of-factly, “we’re going to need all the help you can give us. I’m just a kid and I’m scared. I know Bob’s scared, too. Just please don’t let us fall, Lord. Just let me and my friend get to the top. Thank you, Lord.”

I was about to start forward when I stopped again. “Lord,” I said, “if you were thinking about sending any angels down here today, it would sure be good if you could send some to go all around us. Maybe they could let us just sort of lean on them. Thanks again.”

This time we started up, each step placed slowly and carefully, Bob maneuvering his bulk along the narrow trail as small rocks scattered from under his feet. I plastered myself as close to him as possible. Every time I extended one foot forward, I said, “Please, Lord, don’t let us fall.” I don’t know how many times I repeated those words as I slipped and fell to my knees perhaps dozens of times. Bob stopped with each slip. I stopped anytime he seemed to favor his hurt foot.

Eventually, we made it to the top, two best friends holding on to one another. I learned that day what it meant to take risks for a friend and, just as importantly, I learned what kind of relationship I could have with someone I’d never seen. Mama was right . . . as usual. And today, when I can’t wrestle the lid from a jar, I simply stop and say, “Lord, I need some help to do this.” It never fails, the lid slips off so easily it appears to be oiled.

Diane M. Ciarloni 



Cowboy Heart 

It is not enough for a man to know how to ride; he must know how to fall.

Mexican Proverb 

“Silt, Colorado!” hollered the Greyhound bus driver as he pulled off to the side of the road.

I grabbed my small bag and climbed off the bus. At the edge of the road was a large man who was standing beside an old army jeep.

“Are you Roger Kiser?” he asked me.

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“My name is Owen Boulton. I own the Rainbow K Ranch,” he said as he stuck out his hand to shake mine.

I had been sent to Colorado by the juvenile judge in Florida so that I could work on a ranch. It was a program that had been set up to help troubled teenagers.

Within a week of my arrival at the Rainbow K, I had been turned into a full-fledged cowboy. I had been assigned a large horse, named Brownie, and had been given a full outfit of Western wear, as well as a list of never-ending duties, which started at around 4 A.M. each day.

Things went rather well for the first couple of months. We worked from 4 A.M. until 6 P.M., seven days a week. We bailed hay, branded cattle, collected chicken eggs, mended fences and shoveled manure.

The best part was my horse, Brownie. I guess she had been given that name because she was brown in color. In addition to my other daily chores, I fed her, bathed her and brushed her.

Every morning when I came out to collect the eggs from the chicken coop, Brownie was waiting for me by the gate. I would walk over and pat her on her side. She would toss her head backward and make a strange sound as if she were blowing through her lips. Slobber would fly everywhere.

“I bet you sure could whistle loud if you had some hands,” I would tell her. She would stomp her feet and turn around in a circle.

There were not very many things on the face of this earth that I loved when I was a young boy. But that horse was one thing that I would have died for.

After we ranchhands had eaten breakfast one morning, I was told to go with several of the older men to repair fences up on the northern range. We loaded the jeep with fencing materials and tools and off we went. It was almost 7 P.M. when we got back to the ranch.

As we drove up to the barn, I saw about twenty ranchhands all sitting around in a circle. I got out of the jeep and walked toward the crowd.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s your horse, Brownie. She’s dead,” said one of the men.

Slowly I walked up to where Brownie was lying in the corral. I bent down and patted her on her side. It took everything I had to keep from crying in front of all those men.

All at once, the corral gate opened and Mr. Boulton came riding in on an old tractor. He began scooping out a large hole right next to Brownie.

“What’s he gonna do?” I yelled out.

“We always bury the horses right where they drop,” said one of the ranchhands.

I stood to the side while he dug the hole for Brownie, wiping the tears from my eyes as they rolled down my cheeks. I will never forget that feeling of sadness for as long as I live. 

When the large hole had been dug, the men all stood back so that Brownie could be moved into it. Mr. Boulton lowered the tractor’s big scoop and moved toward Brownie.

“PLEASE, MR. OWEN, SIR! Please don’t move Brownie with that tractor bucket. You’ll cut her and mess her up!” I yelled as I ran out in front of the tractor, waiving my hands and arms.

“Look here, boy,” said Mr. Boulton. “We have no choice but to do this when a horse dies. She is just too heavy to move by hand.”

“I’ll get her in the hole. I swear I will, Mr. Owen, sir,” I screamed as loud as I could. I ran over to Brownie and I pushed on her head as hard as I could, but she barely moved. I pushed and pushed, but her body was just too heavy. Nothing I tried to do would move her any closer to the hole. Finally, I stopped pushing. I crumbled there in the dirt, with my head resting against Brownie’s side.

“Please don’t use that bucket scoop on Brownie,” I pleaded over and over.

One at a time, the ranchhands began to get down off their horses. Each positioned himself around the large brown horse and together they began to push and pull with all their might. Inch by inch, Brownie moved toward the large hole in the ground. All at once, she began to slide downhill. I raised her head as best I could, so that her face would not be scarred. The next thing I knew, I was being pulled down into the hole.

Suddenly, everything went totally silent. I just sat there at the bottom of the hole with Brownie’s head resting on my lap. Dust and dirt settling all around me.

Slowly, I got to my feet and I placed her head flat on the ground. Then I positioned each of her legs so they were straight. I removed my Western shirt and I placed it over her face so that dirt would not get into her eyes. I stood there crying as my best friend was being covered with earth.

Most of that night I stayed in the barn, cleaning Brownie’s stall. I cried until I could cry no more. I guess I was just too embarrassed to go back to the bunkhouse with the rest of the ranchhands.

Early the next morning, I walked back to the bunkhouse to shower and change clothes before going out to collect the chicken eggs. As I entered the small wooden house, I noticed that the ranchhands were up and getting dressed. There on my bunk was eight dollars and some change. On a matchbook cover was written, “Buy yourself a new Western shirt.”

When I looked up, all the men were smiling at me. One of them said, “You may be a city boy, R.D. [that’s what they always called me], but you definitely have the heart that it takes to be a real honest-to-goodness cowboy.”

I wiped my swollen red eyes and I smiled real proud-like.

Roger Dean Kiser 
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A Good Horse Is Hard to Find 
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Shadow 

It started to snow outside, and hoping for a bit of diversion from the typical Minnesota winter weather, we decided to go to a horse sale in town, We watched with interest as the fancy horses with shiny coats came parading in. Some had glitter on their hips or festive red and green ribbons in their manes because it was just before Christmas. There were horses of all colors, shapes and sizes, and everyone was in a bidding frenzy, 

Lots of people were going to get expensive horses for Christmas it seemed. Some of the animals had experience working cows and some had experience in the show ring. Others could earn their keep by pulling a sleigh. Eager to own the finest prospects, a number of people in the crowd were bidding hundreds and even thousands of dollars.

“Here’s a four-year-old sorrel mare, 15.3-hands high, with forty-two halter points,” the auctioneer bellowed. “Her bloodlines include Sonny Dee Bar, Tender Six and Zanzabar Joe. Do I hear five thousand, five thousand one, five two?”

I was fascinated by the spectacle. Every magnificent horse that came through had a story and bloodline that the auctioneer read. The crowd would “ooh” and “aah” in response and then the bidding war would begin. A couple over here, then a man over there and a lady in front of me all bid on the same horse, until he was “going, going, gone!” Then the next horse entered and the process started all over again, taking at most, ten to fifteen minutes per horse. Fifty to sixty horses were sold that day.

Eventually, they got to the last one, a skinny little black pony. The crowd roared with laughter. The pony was led in by a fifteen-year-old boy, who sat on her and then jumped up and down on her back, proclaiming, “She’s broke to ride.” She had big brown eyes under a long forelock that was full of dried manure and weed seeds.

“She’s going to take some time to clean up,” the auctioneer stated. “And she needs a few groceries to fatten her up.”

Then, looking around, he asked, “Anybody know the story on this one?”

One of the helpers whispered something into his ear and he announced, “The owner forgot about this one out in the pasture and now he wants to get rid of her. She is not registered. There’s no pedigree that we know of. Okay, who will give me three hundred for the old mare?”

The crowd was still laughing.

“How about two? Okay, one! Will anybody give me fifty bucks for her?”

The crowd continued to snicker at the lonely, forgotten little pony.

“Okay, get her out of here!” he told the boy who led her in.

So she turned her head as if to say good-bye then hung her head and walked out. The boy put her back in her stall and proceeded to help the new owners with their horses. One by one, the horses clip-clopped, by her stall to meet their new families. The lonely little black mare just hung her head.

Every time a person walked by, her ears would perk up and she would raise her head in anticipation that maybe, just maybe, someone wanted her. But then there would be only more snickers and the sound of fading footsteps. Finally, she would drop her head. The pony turned around so she didn’t have to watch the other horses parade by.

It broke our hearts to watch this. We just looked at each other and nodded. Randy went one way and I went the other. We found the auctioneer and said, “Will you take ten dollars?”

He looked at us, puzzled, “For what?” he asked.

“The little black mare,” we said excitedly.

“SOLD!” he said with a shake of his head and a smirk.

Without access to a proper horse trailer, we loaded her into the bed of my Toyota pickup, and to a chorus of titters and guffaws, headed for home.

For the last two years of her life, Shadow had the neighborhood kids begging to ride her, brush her or just be by her side, dreaming of the adventures tomorrow would bring for the both of them. We laugh when we remember the faces of those folks at the auction and the sight of the dirty old pony in the bed of our pickup. But the joy and the laughter we had sharing life with Shadow far exceeded the laughter at the sale barn that night.

T.C. Wadsworth 



Old Twist 

The majestic eye peered through the opening in the stall door. It was a gaze that reflected years of success and experience as a champion reining horse. It also conveyed gentleness and wisdom. It belonged to an old Quarter Horse named Twist. Now past thirty years old, he had spent the last few years relegated to the rank of dependable trail companion for his owner. But inside the rough, aged exterior, the heart of a true winner still beat with the same spirit to be part of a rider’s life. This spirit had not faded even as younger horses arrived at the barn and took up more and more of Twist’s owner’s time. Little did I know the effect that the old champion’s spirit would have on my daughter.

A few years before, my daughter Stacy had had a bad experience with a runaway horse. She was just eight at the time, and a terrifying fall accompanied the disaster. Although she broke no bones, her confidence, love for horses and the desire to learn to ride were shattered. No matter how her mother and I tried, we had no success in healing the damage caused on that fateful day. But as I stood there and saw Stacy look into the eye of the old fellow in the stall, I knew this was going to be the beginning of a special relationship.

Fortunately, Stacy’s accident had not diminished her love for animals in general, and this small opening was all that Twist needed to establish a special bond. Stacy was now thirteen years old, which is a critical age for all young ladies to handle. It is a time when special bonds are not easy to form, but so crucial to possess. Would Twist be able to wipe away Stacy’s reluctance to get back into a saddle after five years? It was as if Twist recognized the challenge and the importance of victory. It wasn’t a blue ribbon, trophy or award that was at stake, but the heart of a child, and what a special medal of victory he then would possess.

In the days and weeks that followed, my daughter began to express daily interest in coming to the barn with me and my wife. We were careful not to interfere. We did not dare disrupt the magic of the old man at work. Though she said she was there to see the barn cats, Stacy would seek out Twist. She took the initiative to spend time with him, feeding, brushing, combing and stroking him from head to hoof, all the while talking to him about her life.

Though age had taken away some of the tone of the old Quarter Horse’s muscles, it had not lessened his ability to strike the stance of a champion as he stood quietly while she groomed him.

Then one day as my wife was readying one of our horses for a ride, Twist’s owner noticed the old guy’s eager expression and desire to be included, too. So the owner asked Stacy if she wanted to get Twist ready and take him out for a ride. In response, Stacy looked once again into the old man’s eye. I can’t say that he winked at her, but it was that moment their two spirits met and completed the bond that had been forming over a couple of months. Continuing to look deep into his eyes, Stacy didn’t speak, she only nodded yes.

Moments later, I stood there as they rode off together, Stacy winning renewed confidence and desire, and Twist winning his medal of a child’s heart. I had not seen his head held higher or his walk more regal than in that first minute.

As this first ride turned into many more, Twist took very good care of his young friend and slowly replaced her fear with confidence. I nearly cried the day I looked across the field and caught sight of Stacy and Twist cantering back to the barn. Her long hair was pulled back and flowing in the breeze in a way that seemed to mimick the appearance of the old man’s tail. He had won. He had beaten fear, removing years of bad memories and replacing them with moments of happiness that are etched forever not only in my daughter’s heart but mine as well. I know I always will be grateful for what Twist did for my family. I will forever remember the time I looked deep into the eyes of this champion and saw the love of a child looking back at me.

Tom Maupin 



A Silent Bond 

Never thank yourself; always thank the horses for the happiness and joy we experience through them.

Hans H.E. Isenbart 

Apparently, my trainer found the fuzzy chestnut named Tic Tac giving pony rides someplace in Texas. I always had a problem believing that this fiery steed could have come from such humble beginnings. Of course, he was no fiery steed, but I was ten years old at the time, filled with high hopes for my riding career, and no successful rider was without a feisty mount, right? Tic Tac would be mine.

The first time I rode the 15.3-hand Morgan–Quarter Horse cross, he reared up so high that I heard the Lone Ranger’s theme song play in my head. Maybe we should have named him Silver. Of course, that would not have fit him at all. My mother, watching my lesson from the edge of the ring, was mortified as she saw us suspended in midair. I, on the other hand, was thrilled with Tic Tac’s obvious energy and spirit.

My trainer at the time had a remarkable ability to instill within me an immense amount of confidence. Every time I watched her ride, I sat in awe, hoping to be just like her. She made me believe that I could ride anything, anywhere, anytime. Over the years, this overconfidence often has resulted in catastrophic spills, broken bones and countless bruises, but it also has given me the courage to get back on.

I rode many horses in the barn in exchange for helping to muck stalls, clean tack and bring in the horses from the pasture. I grew to love the work and relished the smell of manure and sawdust as every horse-crazy girl does. Although I appreciated the chance to ride other horses, Tic Tac was always my favorite. I was terribly upset when other people rode him during their lessons and I secretly hoped that he would pull another vertical rear and scare them into riding another horse the next time. But he never did. Everyone fell in love with him, just as I had.

We never knew Tic Tac’s birthday, so I let him share mine. Each November 9 I brought out a bag of birthday treats and set them by his stall. Then after a bareback gallop in the pasture, I sat with him for hours as he ate his grass, apples and carrots and I sipped Dr Pepper. I never talked to him, the way that many people chat with their horses. I hardly ever said a word, because I never felt I had to.

Tic Tac taught me many lessons that have served me well over my twenty-plus years in the saddle. One slippery day after a Texas rainstorm, I pointed him toward a tiny pile of branches on the ground. As his front feet began to leave the earth, he slammed on the brakes, startling me. Tic Tac never stopped at a fence. A little disappointed in him, I dug my heels into his side and coaxed him over the jump. He hesitated and then carefully popped over it. But the footing on the landing side was too soggy to support his legs, and they slipped out from under him. Both of us went tumbling into the mud. As I sat in the muck, looking up at Tic Tac, who had safely made it back to his feet, I noticed a stream of blood oozing down his soft muzzle. I immediately felt a flood of guilt for having urged him to jump when he knew better. Taking him back to the barn to tend to his still-bleeding scrape, I silently vowed never to question his instincts again. Lesson learned: When you’ve built trust with a horse, respect it.

On March 9, 1988, I began my daily walk to the barn. I was early and the horses were still turned out. Because the geldings were always in the rear pasture, I headed in that direction and looked for Tic Tac’s halter on the fence, but it wasn’t there. Scanning the grounds, I couldn’t find him anywhere. I felt deflated because I thought that someone must be riding him. Returning to the barn, I found a friend who looked at me with sad eyes, and explained that Tic Tac had been taken to the veterinary clinic.

It must be colic, I thought. He had had several bouts of colic in those two years, but never before was it serious enough for him to have to travel to the clinic in Katy, Texas.

The next few hours were a blur. I remember my mom returning to the barn about an hour after she dropped me off. Someone must have called her to comfort me. I was numb as I sat in the driveway, waiting to see the trailer pull up, but eerily knowing that when it did, it would be empty.

While I waited for the rusty two-horse to rattle in, at least twenty different barn mates came to sit with me at various times. I have no recollection of what they said to me or even who they were. The words and the faces blended together and all I could do was stare down the road and recall every second of the past two years that I’d spent with Tic Tac.

After hours of waiting, the phone rang, and eventually someone handed it to me. I told my hand not to reach for the phone and I urged my legs to run, but they ignored me. Slowly, I placed the phone to my ear and began to walk toward Tic Tac’s stall. On the other end, a tearful trainer and best friend told me what I already knew. Tic Tac was gone.

By the time she was able to force out the words, I was in his stall and could see an imprint in the shavings where he had been lying, probably trying to roll to ease his belly pains. My legs gave way and I collapsed, trying to relieve the pain that suddenly covered my entire body like a second skin.

At that time, I thought I’d never leave his stall because it was the only connection I had to him. I walked over to the feed bin and traced every line, hoping to feel the soft muzzle that was once scraped by my ignorance. I ran my hand through his water trough, begging to hear the muffled sound of his gentle gulps.

Eventually, my mom eased me from the ground and took me home. The house was silent and oddly still. My entire world seemed changed. My siblings and friends didn’t know how to act around me. On one hand, they knew I was terribly sad and they felt bad for me, but on the other, they probably thought I was nuts because he was just a horse.

Since then, I’ve been on countless other horses and have had greater success in the show ring than I ever could have had with Tic Tac. Nevertheless, that special bond never has been and never will be duplicated. I’m reminded of this each time I find myself talking to a horse.

Every March 9 between 1988 and 1995, I couldn’t bring myself to dry my tears and face the world. I wouldn’t go to school. I wouldn’t go to work. I wouldn’t even go to the barn. My parents understood and never forced the issue. They let me sit in my room, holding a picture of Tic Tac. Sometimes, I reminisced about all of our wonderful times together. Other times, I relived that painful day of loss.

A couple of years ago, I decided not to be a slave to March 9. Instead of grieving, I spent that day in silent celebration of a remarkable relationship with a fuzzy chestnut with a crooked blaze. I don’t regret those years I spent mourning that day. After all, never before had I experienced such an incredible sense of loss and abandonment, all of it made worse by the fact that I never said good-bye. But then again, I never said a word to Tic Tac because I never had to. 

Tiernan McKay 



Daddy Always Said 
“Yes” to Horses 

He has galloped through young girls’ dreams, added richness to grown women’s lives, and served men in war and strife.

Toni Robinson 

The only “no” I ever heard from my dad Jim turned out to be “no problem.” From the time I was a little girl to the time that my dad died, he called me Baby Teresa. Most everyone said he spoiled me and I could only nod my head or smile in agreement.

Every girl’s dream is to have a horse. My daddy agreed.

When I was just three years old, I got my first horse. It was a beautiful Palomino rocking horse made of plastic. Cradled in a metal frame and suspended by giant springs, he was my pride and joy, and I could maneuver that horse like a jockey going down the homestretch. I loved my plastic Palomino, but soon he wasn’t good enough.

I didn’t want to be limited by earthly bounds. I wanted a swinging horse that was suspended in the air. My daddy agreed.

He took the rocking horse from the frame and suspended it with ropes from a ceiling beam in our basement. Not knowing that the attachment was only temporary, I ran and leaped onto the horse’s back just like they did in those old Western movies. But unlike the cowboys in the movies, I didn’t ride off into the sunset. I was carried off to the emergency room in my father’s arms. When I had landed on the Palomino’s plastic saddle, the ropes had pulled loose from the ceiling and I crashed face first onto the concrete floor. When I woke up in the emergency room, I had a concussion, two black eyes and a bruised ego.

When I returned home, the horse was gone, clandestinely put out to pasture, I learned years later, at a friend’s house. 

When I was ten years old, my next horse was the real deal: a certified hay-munching, apple-eating, horse-apple-producing Arabian cross. Just four years old, Sandarrow was a mighty mite. He’d been advertised in the local paper as gentle and calm. He was the first horse we ever looked at. I wanted him the moment I laid eyes on him. My daddy agreed.

Sandarrow was light yellow, almost white, with a short strong neck. Stocky, strong and surging with unrestrained power, he certainly was not gentle and calm. He was more of a rodeo horse than a kid’s horse. Nothing scared Sandarrow or restrained him for long. Halters? He’d break them. Barbedwire fences? He’d walk right through them. When I took him to the local county fair for 4-H, he climbed the six-foot wooden stall door as if he were a monkey with hooves, and then he strode out into the alleyway, wearing a silly horse grin. He hightailed it out of the fairgrounds, through town and into the countryside, racing around meadows, taunting my daddy to catch him.

This was the early 1960s, before safety helmets, protective clothing, rider safety training and the other precautions we take for granted today. Sandarrow preferred to ride bareback: that is, with no rider at all. To achieve his goal, he would often rub me off on fences, run under low-hanging branches, buck like a bronco or speed off like a Formula One racer.

One day when I was eleven, I decided to have a quick ride before a dance recital, so I jumped on Sandarrow without bothering to put on my shoes or his saddle. He ran down the hill by our house, weaving like an equine bobsled, through the trees and toward the garden where my daddy was working. I don’t think I touched Sandarrow’s back the whole way down the hill.

When we got to the garden fence, Sandarrow started bucking. I could see my dad’s eyes bulging with fear as I bounced up and down on his back as if I were jumping on a trampoline. Finally, Sandarrow spun and off I flew, landing flat on my back.

With the wind knocked out of me and dazed from a concussion, I couldn’t move from where I’d landed. Sandarrow stomped on my right foot, breaking nearly every bone. Then, my daddy said, he kicked with both feet, narrowly missing my head.

Terrified, my daddy scooped me up in his arms and ran with me back to our house, which was a short distance down the hill. My daddy was a small man and I was almost as large as he was. But I remember how strong he felt, how fast he moved and how he kept looking down into my tearfilled eyes, reassuring me, “You’ll be okay, Baby Teresa. Daddy has you.” He wanted to get rid of Sandarrow after the accident, but I begged to keep him. Daddy agreed.

The rest of the summer, I still rode Sandarrow. This time however, I wore a cowboy boot on one foot and a cast on the other.

Before I knew it, Daddy’s girl had grown up and I was longing to acquire a new horse to keep at the Pi Phi sorority house at the University of Idaho. Actually, what I was interested in now was horsepower. I wanted a car of my own and had my eye on a vintage Chevy Corvette that a boyfriend in the military service was offering to me because he was going on assignment overseas. I could see my friends and myself cruising the mountain roads of the Palouse in that car, Daddy disagreed.

Oh, he did get me a Chevy, though, a compact Chevy Vega, which, because it used oil like crazy, couldn’t pass a gas station. Still, my father, a logger by trade, babied the car almost as much as he babied me and kept it running for nearly ten years.

My daddy was always very active and enjoyed robust health until he was eighty-one. That year, Mother Nature, snuck up on him and started pulling him down. First, he lost the vision in his right eye, then he had a heart attack from which he recovered. But then he was hamstrung by terminal lung cancer. From the time a diagnosis was made, he lived only a month. But during that time, we pulled out old photo albums and looked at pictures of the rocking horse and my black eyes, Sandarrow and Baby Teresa’s baby blue car.

After my father passed away, I went into his room alone to soak up the essence of this diminutive man who was a giant to me. I smelled his Levi’s and fingered the suspenders that were still attached. I held his watch and the glasses that were on the dresser. Inside the dresser, I found a cloth bag containing all of my baby teeth. Apparently, the tooth fairy and my daddy were good friends.

Finally, I sat on the edge of the bed he’d slept in for more than sixty of his eighty years and I looked at his nightstand. There was a Beetle Bailey alarm clock, a 1920s-era art deco lamp and a worn, faded, diorama about the size of a deck of cards.

I moved in close. This was a Minnie Mouse diorama that my daddy had bought me at Disneyland when I was only six years old. It featured Minnie riding a horse into the sunset. Unbeknownst to me, Daddy had customized it, putting a lock of my hair on Minnie’s head and a picture of me in the painted sky behind her. My mother Valdie later told me that for more than forty years, this horse sat by my father’s head and every night he would pat the top of the diorama and say, “Good night, Baby Teresa.”

Tears burst forth as I called out to God to take good care of this man who never said no to a girl who wanted a horse. He agreed.

Teresa Becker 



Syd and Roanie 

The wind of heaven is that which blows between a horse’s ears.

Arabian Proverb 

Syd Parkin is fifty-nine years old and still regrets standing only five feet, three inches tall. Not because he is too short, but rather because he is too tall to be a jockey. On the one-year anniversary of surviving a life-threatening aneurysm, Syd rode to the top of a mountain ridge, where he and his horse Roanie had a very special bonding experience. He credits Roanie for teaching him to appreciate all the little miracles and blessings each day has to offer. Syd put it this way: “Even on your worst day, if you look hard enough, you can find one good thing. For instance, I almost died, but I got two great things: Roanie and a second chance at life.”

They were partners for five years and spent time together every day. Then one afternoon, while on a simple trail ride, some unknowing teenagers on rental horses came charging up behind them. They startled Roanie while crossing a cement road and in a split second Syd’s and Roanie’s lives were forever changed. Roanie slipped, fell down hard, doing the splits, and shattered his pelvis.

Syd and several veterinarians did everything in their power to rehabilitate his faithful partner. Despite all of their efforts over an agonizing ten months, Syd had to face the heartbreaking reality that Roanie would never recover. He was advised to put him down. Syd confided to me: “I just can’t do it yet. I don’t know if it’s really the right thing to do.” I told him to trust his own judgment. “You’ll know when it’s time.” Syd responded, “I just wish Roanie could give me a sign so I’d know.”

I asked for and was granted a moment alone with Roanie. His strong animal instinct to survive was palpably low. I spoke softly, “How ya doin’, Roanie boy? Not too good, huh? I know you’ve been fighting real hard. You look tired boy. Your dad loves you so much. I think maybe you’re hanging on because you’re feeling how hard it is for him to let you go. Roanie, he just needs a sign from you that it’s okay. I promise I’ll help look after your dad. So if you can, please let him know it’s okay to let you go.”

I fought back tears that fell anyway. As I looked deeply into his big, soft, soulful eyes, I got a strong sense that Roanie had understood every word I’d said.

I returned to Syd and asked if there was anything else that I could do. He replied, “No. I’m calling the vet tomorrow to make the appointment.” He broke down saying, “I just can’t be there when he goes down. I won’t be able to take seeing him hit the ground.” I promised Syd that I would be there and that I would be looking into Roanie’s eyes so that he would go while looking into a familiar, loving face. Syd nodded okay, but this provided little comfort. “If I were a real man, a real cowboy, I could do it.” I told him not to be so hard on himself. “Not being able to watch doesn’t mean you’re less of a man. On the contrary, it means you’re a kind, loving, sensitive man who loves his horse too much to witness something too painful to see.”

He thanked me for my offer and said he’d take me up on it. All night I wondered if I’d be able to keep my promise. It’s difficult to explain what I felt, except to say that as impossible as being there was going to be, it would be even more impossible not to be there.

I called Syd the next day, and he told me that the veterinarian was coming to put Roanie down. “But it’s okay. When I went to see him this morning, Roanie gave me a sign. Now I know it’s the right thing to do.” The appointment was set for eleven o’clock the next morning. I arrived at ten-thirty to discover that Syd had spent the entire night in Roanie’s stall. He had written him a three-page letter and read it to him. Neither of them got much sleep. Syd was doing his best and to his credit, he mustered up enough strength to help me put out orange parking cones to reserve the spot closest to Roanie’s stall for the veterinarian and for the truck that eventually would be hauling Roanie away.

The hauling truck arrived first. It was clean and white with a shiny sterile-looking metal bed. My eyes quickly looked away for all too soon, I would witness the precious cargo its coldness would hold. The stable was hushed with unusual stillness and a reverent quiet. I believe the other horses knew what was going on. The veterinarian arrived on time. Syd apologized: “I’ve never done this before, so you’re going to have to talk me through this. Do I just bring him out here by the truck?” The veterinarian nodded yes. I put my hand on Syd’s shoulder, trying to transfer all the love and support I could as we walked slowly but deliberately to Roanie’s stall. “Breathe,” I said as a reminder to Syd and myself. Roanie was munching on a feast of his favorite treats that Syd had prepared for him. Syd slowly undid Roanie’s halter from the pipe corral. As Roanie sweetly lifted his head to cooperate, as he had done a thousand times before, I was never more impressed with a man’s courage—nor strength of heart—as I watched Syd tenderly slip that halter on Roanie’s face for what was so painfully the last time. Every action, every word he spoke echoed under the enormous weight of “this is the last time.”

Syd stood beside his friend and stroked him with a loving touch. “You’re a good boy. I love you, Roanie boy.” He then lifted Roanie’s mane, put his face against the horse’s neck and inhaled several times, rubbing his nose back and forth, savoring and taking in every molecule of what he called the greatest smell on earth. “Just one more,” he said with tears streaming down his face. As long as I live, I will never forget the way he smelled that horse’s neck. Then Syd looked into Roanie’s eyes and said, “Good-bye boy. I love you, Roanie. Thanks for being my friend.”

As Syd led the horse out of his stall, again I placed my hand on his shoulder and said, “You will smell him again, you know. He will come to visit you in his spirit form and you will feel him around you.” Syd nodded. In previous weeks we had discussed the idea that our spirit or life energy never dies, that it leaves our earthly body, but lives on. I told him how my mother’s spirit comes to me in the form of hummingbirds, how I have sensed my Aunt Nancy’s presence in butterflies, and that Roanie would find a similar way to visit him.

However, in this harsh moment of earthly mortality, Syd had to do the impossible. He led his beloved partner to the hauling truck. It was the longest, most difficult fifty feet they ever walked. The veterinarian gave Roanie a strong sedative. Roanie started to get wobbly. Syd said his final good-byes. Afraid that Roanie might stumble and fall, I pleaded, “Syd, go. Please. Go now.” I don’t know how, but he managed to find the strength to leave and he headed for the bridge where I was to meet him when it was all over. But now it was time for me to fulfill my promise.

The sedative was doing its job. The veterinarian administered the fatal injection. I stood my post and held Roanie’s gaze. As he slowly descended and gently lay on the ground, his breath blowing hard through his soft pink nostrils, I went down with him, never taking my eyes off of his.

“It’s okay boy. You did good. You are so loved. So loved.” I stroked his face. He lay very still and although he did not appear to be breathing, I asked, “He’s not gone yet, is he?” The veterinarian felt for his pulse. “No, not yet,” he responded. Still stroking his face, with my heart breaking, I mustered up as much humor as I could. “Now listen, Roanie, when you get to heaven, I want you to trot right up to Trigger and bite him on the butt. You tell him he wasn’t the only star. You were just as loved.” What more could I say to my noble friend?

“Roanie, your dad is standing on the bridge,” I continued. “He loves you so much. If you can, please boy, let him feel you. Let him feel your spirit as you pass. Good-bye, boy. I love you, Roanie.” I kissed his face and looked to the veterinarian. “He’s gone now, isn’t he?” After checking for a pulse, he solemnly nodded yes. I kissed Roanie one last time, stood up, collected myself, then cut a small lock of hair from his mane, which Syd had requested, and a lock from his tail. I removed Roanie’s halter and lead rope for what was truly the last time. One last soft pat on his face. “Okay,” I said. “Thank you.”

I stood as if on guard as they hoisted Roanie into the truck. As soon as they were out of sight, I headed for the bridge that Syd, Roanie, my horse Annie and I had ridden across so many times before. As I approached him, I prayed for any words that might offer him some measure of comfort. We just grabbed each other and hugged. I started to cry. Syd said, “It’s okay.” I looked at him. “Really, I’m okay. The whole time I was waiting, the wind was blowing strong on my back. Then suddenly, I felt this warm gush of wind blow into my face. It was Roanie. I felt him go through me. He was telling me he was all right.”

Syd and I walked the rest of the way across the bridge, telling Roanie stories, thus beginning our path of grieving and healing. I am happy to say that since then, Syd has gotten another horse Bodie. My horse Annie and I were honored to go along on their maiden ride together. We rode to the same mountain ridge where Syd had had his life-changing bonding moment with Roanie. As we stopped to admire the beautiful valley below, bathed in the pinkish gold light of the setting sun, a hummingbird suddenly appeared, stopped directly in front of us and hovered there for about ten seconds. We shared a knowing smile. “Syd, I believe we just had a visit!” Syd responded simply: “Yup, just another one of those small miracles you can see every day if you look for them.”

Judy Pioli Askins 



A Horse with Heart 

With a coat the color of smooth beach sand, and a silky mane and tail of the richest ebony, T.J. stood more than 16 hands tall. His heart was unbelievably full of love and loyalty. His kind eyes and soft breath were always a comfort. He understood me. He never uttered a word of disappointment on the many occasions that I’d seek the solace of his sleek neck and strong shoulders. He never failed to carry my burdens away.

Even as a three-year-old, he was a joy to ride. Whether we were galloping bareback across Mr. White’s wheat fields in the middle of the night or schooling extensively in the ring, he always seemed to enjoy himself. His ears flicked forward with his nicker of anticipation of our ride as I entered the barn that damp day in April.

“Ready to go out and play, boy?” I questioned him even though I knew he was more than ready to go. The gleam in the depths of his eyes affirmed my assumption.

“I have been waiting for you all day,” he seemed to say.

I brought out my brushes and began to curry his coat and massage his favorite spots. At a spot just in front of his withers, I circled with extra pressure while he craned his neck forward in sheer delight “Oh, yeah . . . right there . . . feels so good!” he seemed to communicate to me and I smiled at his pleasure. After knocking the dirt off of him with a brush, I wrapped his legs in navy blue polo wraps to support them and pushed my comfy saddle up onto his broad back. I shimmied into my chaps and stuffed my hair into my helmet. I was just as excited as he was for this ride because today was the first day with no rain in more than a week. I helped him slip his noble head into the bridle and I fastened the buckles. Then we walked out of the barn toward the driest spot on the farm.
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