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Introduction


MY FATHER WAS AN ADAMANT PROPONENT of John Donne’s “No Man Is an Island” philosophy. And this is the way I was raised. My five siblings and I were shown by example and through lesson that we are not immune to our surroundings, and conversely, our surroundings are not immune to us. We were taught to respect the earth and her resources before environmental issues were a popular and daily topic on the news and in the paper. We were raised to be considerate of our neighbors and their property. And we were shown the rewards of being kind, honest, and trustworthy.


This is not to say we didn’t make mistakes … in fact, just the opposite is true—we’ve all made some doozies. Maybe my siblings and I were not pushed so much to do great things, but we were given the powerful knowledge that it is profoundly rewarding and satisfying not to do bad things.


Once we all became adults with lives and families of our own, this concept has even become a rousing family joke at reunions and other gatherings. There is the inevitable discussion about the most recent divorce, or someone’s ongoing financial fiascos. One of us shakes his or her head and says something like, “What a motley crew we are!” But someone else always loudly and enthusiastically reminds the fold, “Yeah! But we don’t litter!” There is hearty laughter all around, yet deep down inside, each and every one of us is proud of this simple fact about who we are and where we came from.


One of the most life-altering lessons that I learned from both my mother and my father (I say “I” now, for even though we were raised by the same parents, I’m sure each of my five siblings came away with a different perspective on our upbringing) is that it’s possible to attain higher levels of happiness, feelings of self-worth, and a genuine sense of accomplishment if we take the focus off ourselves—what we have, what we don’t have, what we wish we had. We were encouraged to take a proactive approach to life and immerse ourselves in something we could be passionate about—be it woodworking, pottery, raising children, having a voracious appetite for books, whatever—rather than concentrating on ways to acquire more “stuff.” And whatever we chose to be passionate about, we tried to remember that in one form or another, we are either taking from or giving back to the world around us. No man is an island.


Perhaps when we consciously try to conduct our lives in the spirit of giving back to the world, the gift of happiness, a feeling of self-worth, and a sense of accomplishment are simply there…. We do not have to seek them. It is this outlook on life, coupled with a culmination of events and experiences, that eventually propelled me toward my work with horses.


The stories you are about to read are true; the situations and events actually happened. However, the names of everyone but family members have been changed, and some people are a combination of several people. Due to their abusive past, most of the horses’ names have been changed as well, along with their markings and breed to ensure their anonymity. These stories are the result of an emotional journey, the depths of which I could not have envisioned when I brought home my first horse, Cody (or Cocoa as she is affectionately called).


In many ways, these stories really come from the hearts and souls of the horses themselves. I am merely their voice. For if the truth be told, I have only walked along a chosen path—a path that has led me to provide some otherwise unwanted horses the peace and dignity they deserve. I did not go searching for the horses I have encountered along my journey and brought into our family (even though you might point out that I did indeed find most of them, and you would be right in saying so). Yet I truly believe that through some implicit power of the richness all around us, the reality is that they have all found me.




Cody
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“I’VE BEEN THINKING ABOUT GETTING A HORSE.” I blurted this out to my husband, Jim, one night while I was making dinner. We had just bought a home on five acres, about three or four months before. We were surrounded by other homes on five- and ten-acre plots and it seemed as though everyone had at least one horse on their property. Every day as I drove by our neighbor’s pastures I was more and more in awe of their horses and couldn’t seem to get the idea of having one of my own out of my head.


“A what!” Jim responded as he looked up from the bills he was working on at the kitchen counter. I just smiled at him and turned back to my cooking.


“You don’t know anything about horses,” he said, looking back down at the envelope he was addressing. “A horse,” he murmured aloud, but it was more to himself, as if he couldn’t quite grasp the idea of actually owning one.


He looked up at me again. “What brought this on?” But before I could answer, in a sort of thinking-out-loud tone of voice, he said, “We’d have to do a bunch of fencing. And we don’t have stalls. Do they even need stalls?” Once again, before I could answer, he asked a second time, “But what brought this on, anyway? You don’t know anything about horses.”


“I can learn!” I laughed at him. “And I’m not bringing one home tomorrow. We could start doing some fencing on the weekends, and I was talking to Ellen about helping her out with her four horses. That will give me some experience and I’ll be able to learn a lot from her.”


“You still haven’t answered me. What brought this on?” he asked with a smile.


“I’m not sure, except I can’t stop thinking about it.”


Ellen and her husband lived in the same neighborhood, just about a mile away. They had a small but very neat and orderly home on fifteen acres with an enormous barn as the focal point of their property. Although they were quite a bit older than Jim and I—they appeared to be in their early sixties—Ellen and her husband had befriended us shortly after we moved into the neighborhood. We had enjoyed numerous dinners together at each other’s homes over the last few months.


Ellen was a very physically fit and slim, petite woman who always wore black riding breeches with black shiny boots up to her knees. There was an unwavering, stoic and severe, no-nonsense air about her. Her long black hair, with just a few streaks of gray, was always in a neat braid hanging down her back, a small red satin bow tightly holding the ends together her only show of frivolity. And it seemed as though she was never without a riding crop in her hand, even when she wasn’t riding. Her movements were quick and direct, always with brisk precision as she flitted busily from task to task.


This perpetual motion was in sharp contrast to her horses. She had four enormous Thoroughbreds of various ages. They were all young, all were geldings (“mares are too moody,” she would say), and all were for sale or would be soon. These horses were massive, so massive that they made Ellen look even tinier. They seemed to almost lumber as they walked; yet at the same time they were incredibly graceful. They made no unnecessary movements, in contrast to Ellen and her quick darting about. Their shiny coats glistened and gleamed with radiant health as all four walked like royalty, slowly and confidently, single-file into the barn with pure, dignified grace. I remember loving the clinking sound that their sixteen shoes made on the spotless concrete as each horse entered his own immaculate stall.


Ellen had raised these horses from babies, and she was grooming them for the show circuit. She spent every waking hour riding them and tending to their needs. When she had them trained in the discipline of dressage to a point where they could go no further with the abilities Ellen possessed, she sold them to someone who was able to take them to the next level. She would then buy more babies and start over. Ellen had no desire herself to show—she just loved horses, loved dressage, and was happy when the horses she raised could move on and further their training.


Jim and I agreed that we had the finances to start doing some fencing and I was going to be spending time with Ellen at her barn, helping out as much as I could, getting an education about horses. Unfortunately, it turned out that while Ellen seemed to enjoy my company and encouraged me to come around, she was a rather hard person to get to know. When I would ask a horse-care question, her answers were more often than not just a “yes” or a “no,” never followed by the reason, or even her own opinion about a certain way she liked to do things. And for some reason I never understood, she wouldn’t allow me to touch the horses or really even get near them. I had no desire to ride Ellen’s horses and wouldn’t have dreamed of asking. I knew without a doubt I wouldn’t be able to handle them. They were professional athletes, and I understood that. I just wanted to brush their coats, learn to pick up and clean their feet, put a halter on, and lead them out to the pasture—but my requests along this line were repeatedly turned down.


After several weeks of sweeping Ellen’s barn and cleaning her stalls, I still really had no idea how to put a halter on because I wasn’t allowed near the halters, let alone the horses. I quickly decided two things—I needed to find another source of education, and I wanted a horse more than anything I have ever wanted in my life.


In no time at all, Jim and I (mostly Jim) had the fencing complete. We had decided to fence only the back half of the property, thinking this would be plenty for one horse. There was an outbuilding on our property, used as a workshop by the previous owner. Jim said he would partition off a section toward the back and put in a stall. He also made plans to build a run-in shed out in the pasture so the horse could get out of the weather on its own in case we weren’t home. Now we just needed a horse.


Several weeks went by with me poring over the “horses for sale” section in the classified ads of the paper. I looked over the message boards at the local feed stores as often as I could. I had mentioned to several neighbors and friends that I was in the market for a horse and had even gone to look at a few at their suggestion. But none of the horses I saw seemed to be right for me, although truthfully, I wasn’t even sure what right for me would be. And the horses I did like were either out of my price range or beyond my experience.


Then one day while on my way home from work I saw a handwritten sign for a garage sale. Now, poking around a garage sale is one of my favorite things to do, and even though I had groceries in the car I decided to turn down the road where the arrow pointed. Another handwritten sign in front of a large home situated on about ten or fifteen acres indicated that this was the place.


When I pulled in I noticed some horses out in a pasture. They were beautiful, and I watched them grazing as I walked up the driveway to all the furniture, clothing, lawn equipment, and household items set about for the sale. A woman sitting in a lawn chair stood up, and in a very dramatic way she waved her arms about and with a warm smile said, “Hello and welcome! Everything is for sale, everything! Including the house. We’re getting rid of everything. No offer refused.”


I smiled back at her friendly greeting and looked out toward the pasture. “Even the horses?” I asked.


She quickly placed a hand over her heart and looked at me in mock horror. “Lord, no! Not the horses! I could never part with those horses; they are like my children! Except unlike my children they don’t cause me any heartache or grief.” She grinned at me and I laughed at her bubbly personality.


“Are you looking to buy a horse?” she asked.


I told her I was, but I needed to find an extremely calm one as this would be my first horse and I was very inexperienced. She held up her hand and without saying a word she walked into her house. In just a few minutes she came back outside holding a scrap of paper with a name and number written on it. “You call this woman and I’ll bet she’ll have a horse that’s just right for you.”


I never even looked around at the items she had for sale, I was so excited to get home and make the call. After my groceries were put away I dialed the number on the little scrap of paper. The phone rang, and rang some more. I was just about to hang up when a young child who seemed to be out of breath picked up. “H’lo!” she quickly said.


“Ah, hi. I was calling about a horse you have for sale. May I speak to …” I looked down at the paper in my hand to read the name.


“Which one?” the child asked impatiently.


“Which what?” I asked.


“Which horse!”


“Oh, well, um … I’m not sure. Someone gave me your number and …” That was all I managed to get out when suddenly the phone was set down with a loud thud and I heard the child yell, “Ma! There’s somebody on the phone askin’ ’bout a horse, but she don’t know which one.” I sat there squirming about the fact that I had exasperated this child and waited for her mother to pick up, presumably the person named on the piece of paper I held in my hand.


I could hear a booming voice in the background yelling instructions about scrubbing out some buckets and other such chores, and as the voice got closer and the phone was picked up the instructions continued to boom. I had to move the phone away from my ear until she finished shouting and was ready to talk to me. But when she hollered “This is Alma” into the phone, it was clear that the booming voice was the normal way she talked.


Alma Parker made her living from horses: buying, selling, trading, and giving lessons. She assured me there would be a horse at her place that would suit me. She had more than ten for sale. Alma gave me the directions to her ranch—she was about an hour’s drive away—and I headed right out.


Turning down the overgrown narrow dirt road, I wasn’t really sure I had followed the directions correctly. There were no street signs. Alma had only said it was the second dirt road to the right. This was the second dirt road to the right, but after I had gone about a half mile I stopped, not sure if I should proceed or back out down the road because there seemed to be no place to turn around. As I debated about what to do, two young girls on horseback suddenly emerged from a blind drive that I hadn’t even seen for all the overgrown brush. I leaned out the window and told them that I was looking for Alma Parker’s place. They tossed their heads back to the drive they had just walked out of and one of them said, “This is Miss Alma’s.”


I waited for them to pass, then turned into the driveway. Pulling into this drive was like pulling into another world. I’m not sure what I expected, but it certainly wasn’t the complete and total bedlam I now faced. Everywhere—literally everywhere—there were kids, dogs, chickens, potbellied pigs, goats, ducks, cats, kids and more kids, and horses, all loose and running everywhere! The pandemonium and cacophony were overwhelming!


“Oh my,” I muttered to myself as I stuffed my keys into the pocket of my jeans and started across the dirt parking lot.


There were kids trying to scramble up on horseback all by themselves, other kids already on horseback recklessly riding wherever they pleased. A few kids were trying to help other kids up on horses, and some were trying to pull others off. Some were laughing, some were crying, some were fighting, and others were just minding their own business.


Dogs were barking at the kids making the most noise, potbellied pigs were squealing and running under, through, and around the horse’s legs, goats were jumping on and off picnic tables bellowing out their opinions. I even saw a duck calmly sitting on the rump of a horse, his bright yellow feet standing out in sharp contrast to the horse’s black coat. The chaos was only made worse by the fact that there didn’t seem to be any adult supervision anywhere. It was completely beyond me that any parent would drop a child off into this confusion and simply drive away. I could barely absorb it all.


And amid all this insanity, there stood the horses: heads down, eyes unfocused, tails absently swishing at flies. Even in my gross inexperience I could tell that it wasn’t because they were exceptionally well behaved that they put up with this craziness—they were simply numb.


And I could also see why Miss Alma’s voice boomed—it had to. I heard her before I saw her back by a long row of shed stalls.


“You kids fill them water buckets, ya hear me? None of y’all are gonna ride till that’s done!”


I started to walk back to where she was, careful to pick a route that would avoid the highest concentration of kids, animals, and puddles of muddy water. When I reached her she was busy clipping the long winter coat from a horse, but she continued to shout instructions to a group of older kids over the horse’s back, the ones supposed to be filling water buckets, I assumed. Alma saw me walk up but didn’t acknowledge me. She was dressed in men’s jeans and wore a man’s work shirt. The scuffed and dirty cowboy boots she was wearing looked to be men’s also. Her large hands were strong and covered with tiny little cuts and scrapes in various stages of healing, and I could tell that the dirt stains in the lines and creases were permanent. No amount of scrubbing or soaking would ever remove the grime.


I stepped around the horse and into her line of vision. “Hi. I called a bit ago to look at some horses you have for sale,” I said. She barely glanced at me but turned off the electric clippers she was using and stood up straight. She put her hand in the small of her back and grimaced while she stretched, then looked past me toward a horse tied to a hitching post in front of a small building.


“There,” she said, nodding her head. “That’d be a good one for you.” The whir of the clippers resumed and she went back to shaving the horse.


I turned and looked at the horse she indicated, then looked back at Alma, unsure about what I was supposed to do. Did she mean for me to wait while she finished up, or should I go over to the horse? I didn’t know proper etiquette when looking at a horse for sale. She saw my hesitation. “Go on over and get you a saddle from the tack room there. Take her for a ride. You’ll like her. I’ve already had my group of eight and nine year olds on her.”


I walked over and stood beside the horse. I’d worry about telling Alma that I didn’t have the first clue about how to saddle one later. Maybe she would just ignore me and I’d be able to skip right over that little embarrassing shortcoming in my knowledge of riding. Besides, I didn’t even know if I would like the horse. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have to worry about it. If I did and I wanted to ride, well, I’d just have to ‘fess up. And looking back now, I shouldn’t have liked the horse. But there was something indefinable working to bring this horse and me together that day, something bigger than my pathetic lack of knowledge about horses, and something bigger than the mare’s pathetic looks.


They’d named her Duchess. They told me she had been at Alma’s for less than a week. I could see that she was a bit thin and that her coat was rather dull, but I thought surely this would be easily taken care of. I’d just give her some good quality feed, bathe her, and brush her coat, and just like that I’d have a good riding horse.


What I didn’t know in my painfully naive ignorance was that she was full of parasites and that her teeth were so bad she could hardly eat. I didn’t know that her severely overgrown and split feet were going to be a problem that would require shoeing her and months to heal.


And I also didn’t know that she was so fed up with humans that when she had the energy to protest being handled, she would indeed protest with all her might, and she and I would embark on a journey of lessons and learning like no other I had ever experienced since or before. And make no mistake, I would be the student and she would be the teacher.


I was still standing beside Duchess when Alma came striding over, shouting instructions over her shoulder at yet another group of kids. “Well?” she hollered at me as she slapped Duchess on the rump. The mare barely lifted her head.


“She seems very sweet. I wouldn’t mind riding her to see if I can handle her. I’m not real experienced.”


“Oh, you can handle her. I’ve put small young’uns on her and let ‘em go. Go on and saddle her.” Alma waved her hand at the tack room she had mentioned earlier.


Crap! I thought. I am such an idiot! Why am I looking to buy a horse when I don’t even know how to saddle one! Who does stuff like this? This is crazy! I should have taken more time to hang out with friends and other neighbors who have horses way before I ever even started to look for one. I felt like a complete fool.


“Um … I mean I’m really inexperienced. I, ah … I don’t know how to saddle a horse. I mean I know which way it sits and all, but I don’t know how to tie that little knot thing that goes around that strap,” I stammered.


Alma’s expression never changed as she looked me up and down, then slowly her eyes squinted into slits and she knitted her brows in such a way that said she was wondering what sort of freak of nature was standing before her. Without taking her piercing eyes from mine she screamed, “Betsy! Come saddle this horse for this lady!” And then for my benefit, because I was clearly too stupid to grasp the concept of what she had just yelled to Betsy, she added, “Betsy will come on over and saddle her.” Unable to endure another second of Alma’s steely glare, I looked down to the ground and mumbled a “thanks” to my shoes, which I noticed were inappropriate for riding, as Alma strode away.


Betsy couldn’t have been more than nine or ten. And she had to be Alma’s daughter because she strode just like her.


“You ride western, don’cha?” Betsy asked as she stomped up the wooden steps to the tack room, not bothering to hide her irritation over this interruption from whatever it was she had been doing. When I heard Betsy’s voice I realized this was the child I had exasperated earlier on the phone.


“I, ah … I don’t really ride, yet.”


“Why ya buyin’ a horse?” she hollered at me from the top step, her eyes squinted and her brows knitted together just like her mother’s as she looked at me in total bewilderment.


“Western’s fine, a western saddle will be fine … western,” I nodded and continued to chastise myself for my foolishness that even a ten-year-old child could plainly see. I could feel beads of sweat running down my back and soaking my armpits. I looked at the palms of my hands and they were shiny with perspiration, all of which I blamed on the humidity of the day, not the fact that this woman and child had made me feel like the most useless person on earth. But something compelled me to stay on course. To this day I don’t know why I didn’t go running for my car and forget this entire insane idea of buying a horse. Or at least wait till I had more knowledge.


But Betsy had finished saddling Duchess and was handing me the reins before I even knew what happened. I took the reins from her and turned to watch her walk away.


“Where should I ride?” I called after her. Betsy stopped dead in her tracks. I saw her take a deep breath as she turned to face me, and very slowly, enunciating every word, she said, “On the horse path,” as she pointed to a large hand-painted sign two feet to my right that said “Horse Path.”


After a short but very quiet ride on Duchess, I felt certain that I wanted to bring her home. I can’t put my finger on how or why I came to this decision, but I knew without a doubt that I wanted her. Alma came over as I stood at the same hitching post Duchess and I had started from just thirty minutes before.


“Well? She’s real sweet, isn’t she?”


“Yeah, I like her.” I said. “What are you asking for her?”


For twelve hundred dollars Alma Parker hauled Duchess to my doorstep, handed me her lead rope, and was headed back to her own ranch without a backward glance. My neighbor Karen from down the road had seen the trailer pull in. Karen knew I had been searching for a horse, and after Alma had left, she walked over, anxious to see what had been delivered.


Karen stood looking at Duchess, the excited smile she’d had just moments before while walking up the drive draining from her face. Then she looked at me, and then back to Duchess once again. Karen tried to regain the excitement she’d had before she’d gotten a good look at my new horse.


“Oh! She’s a Thoroughbred!” she said, her voice sort of trailing off.


“Is she?” I asked, excited that Duchess was a Thoroughbred only because Karen sounded excited that Duchess was a Thoroughbred. At least I think she sounded excited; maybe it was disbelief. I’m not sure now. Anyway, Karen quickly snapped her head around to look at me, apparently concerned that I didn’t seem to know this little fact about the horse’s breeding.


“Did you have a vet check her out, Mel?” she carefully asked.


“No,” I answered.


“Did you have anyone go with you, someone who knows a little bit more about horses?”


“Um … no,” I said, shaking my head.


“Did they give you any paperwork on her?” she asked with a furrowed brow.


“Nope.” My shoulders were starting to sag.


“Do you know if she’s been wormed?”


“Well, it wasn’t mentioned,” I responded.


“Her stomach seems a little bloated for as ribby as she is,” Karen continued, relentlessly letting the wind out of my sails.


“You didn’t ride her, did you?”


I perked up at this.”Yes! I rode her!” I happily answered in the affirmative, and proceeded to tell Karen that she behaved perfectly and I handled her just fine. But apparently this wasn’t the answer Karen was looking for either.


“I don’t doubt she was easy to handle. Her feet probably hurt so bad she can’t do much arguing. See how long and split they are?” My shoulders sagged once again as I looked down to Duchess’s feet where Karen was pointing.


“Do you know how old she is?” she asked.


“They told me she was nine,” I said. Karen cupped Duchess’s chin and looked in her mouth while telling me that you can sometimes tell a horse’s age by looking at the teeth.


“Well, listen …” she said as she released Duchess’s chin. “I need to get back home. Congratulations on your new horse!”


“Wait! How old do you think she is?” I asked, as Karen started to walk away.


She turned back to look at me, her face revealing the sympathy one feels for the very ignorant or the incurably insane.


“Oh, I’m not a vet. It’s hard to say. But I do think you should get her looked at. I’ll give you the number of the vet I use. And I don’t think I’d ride her till her feet were looked at. She walks like she hurts.” And she was gone.


I didn’t bother to tell Karen that I couldn’t ride her if I wanted to. I didn’t have a saddle yet. And even if I did have one, I didn’t know how to put the stupid thing on, I thought as I kicked the dirt.


The next morning, the depressing conversation with Karen gone from my mind, I grabbed Duchess’s shiny new purple halter and raced out to bring her up to the lean-to Jim had recently built. I couldn’t wait to brush her coat and comb her mane. I felt like a little kid. Duchess was happily grazing in the pasture we had created just for her and I went to her side. She stood patiently as I held the halter up, turning it this way and that as I tried to figure out how it went over her head.


Confident that I had it right, I turned to face my new horse and slid the halter on. There was a bounce to my step as I went forward, leading her up to be groomed. But suddenly I felt a tiny jerk, then heard the clang of the halter’s buckles on the ground. Oops! I had forgotten to hook the throat latch and Duchess had put her head down, letting the halter slip right off her head. I got it right the second time and started off again. This time when I came to the end of the lead rope and felt that same little jerk, I was stopped dead in my tracks. I turned to look at Duchess and saw that she had her head high in the air, her face turned to the side, and she was rocked back on her heels, looking more like a stubborn mule than the elegant Thoroughbred that I had just recently been informed she was.


“Don’t you want to be brushed?” I asked her. She indicated that she did not wish to be brushed by lifting her head even higher, removing any slack there may have been in the lead rope, and I didn’t have a clue how to change her mind. Defeated in less than thirty seconds, I went to her side, slipped the halter off and went back in the house.


“I thought you were going to brush your horse,” Jim said when I returned to the house so fast.


“Well, Karen said that I should have a vet look at her. I think I’ll do that first.” This was my lame answer for lack of anything better to say.


“Before you brush her?” he looked at me knowingly but graciously refrained from any additional comment. “Why does Karen think a vet needs to look at her? What’s wrong with her?”


“Apparently numerous things, but she was vague,” I told him defensively. He just nodded.


I made an appointment for Duchess to get a check up the following week. In the days waiting for the vet to come I became very good at putting her halter on and taking it back off, because that’s all she would let me do. I also renamed her Cody.


When the vet arrived I met him in the driveway and we introduced ourselves. He asked if the horse was up and ready, and I told him I was having a little trouble getting her to cooperate.


“Let’s see what we can do,” he said, and took the halter from my hand. We walked out back and the doctor slipped the halter over Cody’s head and started to bring her in. She did the same thing with him that she had been doing with me and adopted her stubborn mule position. But without missing a beat the doctor gently flipped the tail of the lead rope at her flank and she jauntily stepped forward to follow him. Oh.


From little ten-year-old Betsy incredulously asking me why I was buying a horse when I didn’t know how to ride, and Alma’s piercing stare when I revealed I didn’t know how to saddle one, to Karen’s list of questions, none bringing the response she sought, I had been humbled and reproached and was beyond embarrassment regarding my ignorance. I simply told the vet leading my horse that I was new to all this, as if it really needed explaining.


“Okay, what do we have here,” he began as he pulled out a clipboard and started to write. “How old is the horse?”


“I’m not sure,” I began. I started to explain what I was told by the person I bought her from and what Karen had said. He held up his hand and nodded, saying we’d figure it all out.


“When was the horse last vaccinated?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” I admitted.


“Did you get any paperwork of any kind?” I shook my head, starting to feel that same sinking feeling I felt the day Karen came over when Cody first arrived.


“Okay, a bay Thoroughbred …” He wrote this down and bent over to look back between her legs, apparently deciding not to trust me with this little query. “Mare …”he straightened and looked at her forehead, “… with a star,” he concluded as he wrote down the rest of his findings. Then he turned to me and handed me his clipboard, trying to make me feel useful, I presumed, and he cupped her chin in his hand and lifted her upper lip. “She’s just about fifteen years old,” he said, releasing her chin.


After a lengthy examination, for which Cody stood like a perfect lady, the vet determined that she would need to be vaccinated, which he did right then. Then the incredibly long and sharp points on her teeth would need to be filed so she could eat properly, which he also did right then. Cody also had sores and ulcers in her mouth caused by her long teeth cutting into her cheeks, and the doctor wanted her on antibiotics for two weeks. She would need to be wormed, and he wrote down the products I should buy and instructed me how to administer them. And she would need to be seen by a farrier. He recommended putting shoes on all four feet and not riding her until the horrific splits and the severe thrush on her hooves had healed and grown completely out. And she needed to gain about two hundred pounds.


Then he asked me if someone had given Cody to me or if I had paid for her. “I bought her from a woman named Alma Parker,” I told him. He looked at the ground as he pursed his lips and moaned, “Hmm …”


“Do you know her?” I asked.


“Well, she’s got a reputation. I’m afraid she saw you coming.”


“Ha!” I laughed ironically at the polite way he worded that. “I’m pretty sure I announced myself way before she saw me coming.”


Jim was absolutely wonderful and I am grateful to this day that he never made one single comment, seriously or in jest, about my foolishness and the money some spouses might have said was wasted on a horse I couldn’t ride. He never mentioned the hefty vet and farrier bills Cody generated in less than one week of ownership. For in the days and weeks that followed we both came to love her very much, and it was a pleasure to watch her out our living room window, contentedly grazing and getting healthier every day. I chose not to be mad at those who had so blatantly taken advantage of my ignorance and instead looked at this as a valuable lesson. The first of many to come.


The months went by and during this time, while Cody regained her health, I was able to work on my horse-handling skills. I had no problems leading Cody up to be groomed now. I knew how to pick up her feet, clean them, and apply the medication to combat the thrush. She was calm and gentle and usually stood with her head down while I fussed over her daily, and I always finished up with several apples and carrots for her as a treat. Everything was going beautifully. I also purchased a saddle.


Finally the day came when Cody’s feet had completely healed and the shoes could come off. She had gained a good amount of weight and looked slick and glossy. One day Karen happened to be over and pointed out the dark shiny dapples glowing through her coat and covering her rump. I had never noticed them before. Karen said I should be proud to have brought Cody so far—the dapples were a sign of good health.


I had spent the last six months or so taking Cody bags and bags of apples and carrots. She followed me around like a puppy dog; we were partners, and I loved her dearly. I could tell by the way she acted that she was going to tote me willingly around on trail rides as gentle as a lamb. My dream of going for long leisurely walks on horseback was just around the corner. And if someone had told me what was about to happen, I would have told them they were crazy and laughed in their face.


I was full of confident excitement and long-awaited anticipation of this first ride as I put my new saddle on Cody and fixed the new bridle in place. I led Cody around the barn and out to the driveway. I then double checked the saddle and the bridle, making sure everything was properly situated and buckled. Cody seemed to be a little nervous, but I thought maybe she was just excited about going on a trail ride. I patted her neck and then, grinning happily, I stepped up into the stirrup and swung my leg over her back.


I was feeling for the other stirrup when suddenly Cody’s head shot high in the air. In an instant her eyes were rimmed in white, wide with some unseen fear, and she was twisting her head from side to side. I was startled by her behavior, but before I even knew what was happening, or how to respond, she started to jig sideways, prancing and stepping higher and higher as I struggled to stay on her back. I held the reins tightly, pulling back, trying to make her stop this prancing. Her head was turned sideways and she opened her mouth wide, trying to push at the bit with her tongue. The wild look on her face terrified me. She was snorting now, making a ragged, harsh noise through flared nostrils.
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“Wonderful . . . a good read for anyone who loves horses and is interested

in making the world a better place for horses (and people, t00).”

—Monty Roberts, horse trainer, inspirational speaker,
New York Timies best-selling author of The Man Who Listens to Horses
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