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      Introduction

      
        “The essential joy of being with horses is that it brings us in contact with the rare elements of grace, beauty, spirit, and fire.”
      

      
        Sharon Ralls Lemon
      

      I've always felt a connection with horses, which might seem odd, given that I've had minimal exposure to horses — a couple of pony rides, one magnificent gallop on a distant relative's gelding, a few guided trail rides, and now, visiting neighbors' horses on my daily walks. Still, despite having only those minimal experiences with horses, I have always felt a deep connection with them. And it is more than fondness and fascination. More so, it is a soul connection. I am certainly not alone. A staggering number of horse lovers — ranging from those who merely dream of horses to those who live and breathe horses — speak of that same inexplicable, almost magical, connection with horses. It seems to be innate.

      In fact, the horse-human connection goes back more than 6,000 years. For most of history, horses were the primary means of transportation and the “horse power” used to fight wars and cultivate land, playing a pivotal role in the rise and spread of civilization. For thousands of years, humans have teamed up with horses for sport and recreation. More recently, horses have been used therapeutically, to help heal human bodies, minds, and spirits. Always, our equine friends have given us companionship, comfort, pleasure, and pride.

      Many people believe that the human-horse connection goes beyond the physical and emotional — to the spiritual or mystical. Most horse lovers find it difficult to believe otherwise. We are awestruck by the beauty, strength, agility, and spirit of horses. We are humbled by their intelligence, affection for us, willingness to do as we ask, and ability to “read” us. More than any other species on Earth — even “man's best friend,” dogs — equines can understand our verbal and physical commands as well as intuit our emotions, body language, and intent (willful energy).

      Yet, we are never the horse's “master.” They “listen” to us only when, and if, we earn their allegiance, never when we try to force their submission. Nor is a horse ever fully “tamed.” No matter how well-trained and tuned-in horses are, they remain independent spirits, forces of nature. So we must learn to read them, too. Our equine partners give as they receive, and the magical partnership between horse and human is based on mutual respect, trust, communication, support, and love.

      The personal essays in A Cup of Comfort® for Horse Lovers reveal the myriad ways in which horses connect with humans, enriching — and, in some cases, saving — the lives of both. These heartwarming true stories pay fitting tribute to one of nature's most beautiful creatures and to one of life's most beautiful relationships, affirming writer Alice Walker's assertion that “horses make a landscape” — both in nature and within the soul — “more beautiful.”

      Enjoy.

      
        Colleen Sell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      The Pony Farm
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      The kids and grandkids were home for the holidays, and the house was chaotic with noise and motion. In the midst of swirling holiday activities, I was sorting through Christmas cards and found one from someone I hadn't thought of in nearly forty years. The inscription read, “Do you remember the pony farm?” I was instantly transported back in time. Age, miles, menopause, life, and death had not erased memories so well-etched in my mind that I often still dream of the horses and people who saved my young life. I put the card away. There would be time to think about it later.

      I waited until the house was silent and everyone was asleep before I crept downstairs to retrieve the card from so long ago. The Christmas tree lights gave the soft glow I needed to reminisce. I poured a glass of wine and curled up on the old leather couch. It was the perfect time to invite some cherished old memories back into my life.

      I closed my eyes and softly hummed the song that a motley group of preteen girls made up one rainy afternoon. We substituted the lyrics to “We're Poor Little Sheep Who Have Gone Astray” with these words:

      
        We're poor little girls who have gone astray / bah, bah, bah / at Still's pony farm where we found our way / bah, bah, bah / Shoveling poop and baling hay / leading horses along the way / hoping for rides that we earn each day / bah, bah, bah.
      

      What a silly song. We'd come up with it while sitting around on cold metal chairs under a leaky old awning, wrapped in musty horse blankets, surrounded by wet smelly horses, making up songs and playing games to keep our minds off the cold rain that kept us from riding.

      Remembering the song, remembering the pony farm, flooded my soul with myriad feelings. That place, those experiences, had literally saved my life. It made me wonder now, How does one pay adequate tribute to something that powerful?

      The pony farm was about twenty miles northeast of Atlanta. In the center of the farm was a riding ring where parents would bring their children to be led around on horses. The ring was about a quarter of a mile long. Twenty-five cents a ride, four rides for a dollar. Preteen girls, like me, would walk for hours on end leading the “privileged” kids around the ring. We “pony girls” were not privileged. In fact, most of us were considered to be from “the other side of the tracks.”

      I believe it was more than fate that had prompted my mother to find the small house two blocks from the pony farm. We had already moved six times in the six years since she'd left my father. Mother was constantly shuffling and reshuffling dysfunctional relationships and marriages like a crazy deck of cards. Her male companion preferences tended toward alcoholics and/or emotionally unstable men. The little house was a tenement dump. But to me it was a mansion. At least it was a house and not a run-down apartment. When I discovered the pony farm around the corner, I was ecstatic.

      From early childhood I had loved horses. Forget dolls. While other kids were riding bikes, I was riding my homemade stick horse in and out of the alleys of downtown Atlanta. That stick horse and I would ride away from the grimy apartment complexes into perfect worlds — worlds I could create in my imagination.

      I remember the first time I walked to the pony farm as clearly as if it were yesterday. I was a shy, skinny, awkward little redhead. What I found at the farm were other shy, skinny, awkward little girls very much like myself — little girls who knew the secrets and fears of homes filled with alcoholism and mental illness. By some miracle we found ourselves at the pony farm, which was, for most of us, the only place we were truly safe; Mrs. Still saw to that.

      Mrs. Still — Annie was her first name — seemed very old to us. I don't know when she and Mr. Still began taking in wayward girls. They were gruff and worked us hard, and we adored them. Most of the time they pretended not to know we were spending our nights in the barn; sleeping with horses was far safer than sleeping in our own beds.

      My mother rarely knew where I was. I came and went as I pleased. On bad nights, when the violence escalated or my mother disappeared (sometimes being taken away for the next shock treatment), I would simply slip out a window and head to the farm. Curling up in fragrant hay next to a warm horse provided the comfort I needed.

      I wasn't the only girl who sought refuge at the farm. Most mornings would find one or two girls curled up in a favorite pony's stall. The smell of coffee always signaled us to come in the house for a good breakfast. In winter, particularly when it was cold, Mrs. Still would drag us out of the barn to sleep in the house. We would tangle ourselves up in old blankets on the living room floor, whispering secrets into the night. We created fantasies of white knights who would sweep us up to live happily ever after — on horse farms, of course.

      One year Mr. Still gave me a scrawny-looking bay filly to raise. I named her Shenandoah Fawn. The only requirement was that I pay for her feed. I worked day and night mucking stalls and doing any and every odd job possible to keep up with the bill. I adored that filly and trained her like a dog, teaching her to bow and shake hands. I came to the farm one day to find strangers leading her into a trailer. She had been sold at the request of my mother, and there was nothing the Stills could do, because I was a minor.

      In that moment I discovered what it felt like to have a broken heart. No abuse or neglect in my life had hurt as much as seeing that filly being taken away. The compassion and love of the Stills and the other girls helped me to better understand loss and how to walk myself through that kind of pain — a lesson that helped me navigate other painful losses and experiences later in my life.

      Memories of the pony farm jolted me back to the present. I wiped tears from my face, jumped off the sofa, and quickly made my way to the mud room. Grabbing my old stable jacket and throwing it over my gown, I pulled on my boots and went outside, quietly closing the door behind me. I walked slowly though the swirling snow to the barn. The horses began to nicker, wondering what in the heck I was doing visiting in the middle of the night. They were, most definitely, hoping for a treat.

      As they came in to nuzzle me, I threw my arms around my beloved bay Morgan's neck, burying my head in his thick winter coat. I felt that wonderful familiar warmth that began forty years ago at the pony farm. That farm nurtured a wounded little girl and instilled in her not only a love for horses, but also a determination to overcome adversity and a belief in the ability to fulfill dreams. It helped to give me the foundation with which to build a better life for myself — one that includes a gentle and understanding husband, loving and healthy children, and terrific grandkids.

      That life-saving childhood experience at the pony farm came full circle for me seven years ago when I wrote a check for Callie, a crippled, old quarter horse mare. When I handed her owner the money, saving her from the sale barn, I said to Callie, “No one can ever take you away from me.” And they never did. It was as if I had gone back and reclaimed Shenandoah Fawn, and it enabled me to complete a healing process that began at the pony farm.

      The purchase of Callie brought me a new and exciting life with horses. My middle-aged friends and I have glorious rides throughout the mountains and canyons of the Southwest. But more important than just enjoying life with horses, when I moved to Colorado I was given the opportunity to work as a psychotherapist, using horses in therapy with disadvantaged youth. I found my own way to help little girls like myself. My life with the pony farm has indeed come full circle.

      A simple Christmas card helped me remember — and give thanks for — the horses and people who changed my life: Mr. and Mrs. Still, Major, General, Trigger, Spot, Brownie, Blackie, Molly, Razor, Buckie, and the rest, but especially Shenandoah Fawn and Callie.

      
        Nancy Schaufele
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Mercy's Magic

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      When we got Mercy, a miniature horse with a sweet disposition and a keen intelligence, I figured she'd make a great family pet. And she did. What I hadn't planned on was putting the mare to work. But I did, because we soon learned that she was also great with, and for, people with special needs.

      After Mercy became a certified therapy horse, we purchased a small horse trailer to take her to visit people and places. Announcements about Mercy's work in local newspapers and word-of-mouth referrals kept us busy. The experience provided my sons, Andrew and Benjamin, with valuable lessons in volunteering, and they enjoyed the attention surrounding Mercy. Of course, Mercy enjoyed the attention, too. And I enjoyed meeting people and seeing the joy that Mercy's antics and friendliness brought them.

      The only problem was my aging car. It first protested by overheating spectacularly on a trip home. My husband fixed the thermostat and said we were ready to go. But I knew the only way to avoid another protest was to stop pushing the old geezer to her limits. That meant cutting back on Mercy's schedule.

      Meanwhile, I received a call from the manager of a daycare facility for mentally and physically challenged adults. He had read the newspaper articles about Mercy and thought the center's clients would enjoy meeting her. I booked a date to visit the center, which was in a town I'd rarely visited, almost an hour from our home.

      On a warm Wednesday in July, my sons and I hooked the trailer to the car and headed for a friend's farm, where Mercy was boarded. We didn't make it to the end of our road before the temperature gauge “redlined,” despite the new thermostat. Although the temperature outside was pushing 90 degrees, I turned the heater on full blast to cool down the engine and drove back home, praying we'd get there before another fountain of antifreeze gushed out from under the hood. We did, but by then I was a cranky, sweaty mess, and my kids were in no better shape.

      I called the manager at the adult daycare center to let him know we couldn't make it that day, and we rescheduled for a week later.

      My husband added more fluids and then, for good measure, he checked the air pressure in the tires and changed the wiper blades. “Good to go,” he said.

      The following Wednesday, we attempted the trip again. This time, the engine would not even turn over. I said a few choice words out of earshot of my sons and made another call to the manager of the center.

      “Does your husband need the name of a good mechanic?” he asked.

      We scheduled a third time, for two weeks later, taking us into August.

      Not wanting to blow the visit a third time, I asked the boys what they thought our other options for transporting Mercy might be.

      “Do we have to do this?” six-year-old Andrew asked in frustration. “We could be swimming!”

      “The people like to see Mercy. She makes them feel better. It's Mercy's magic,” his younger brother, Benjamin, said. “Plus, Mom usually gets us a good snack.”

      For a four-year-old, Benjamin was very wise for his years. Andrew scowled angrily at his brother.

      “Do you have an idea on how we might get Mercy to the center, Benjamin?” I asked hopefully.

      He looked up thoughtfully, a finger on his chin — a familiar gesture when he wanted something. “Why don't we take Mercy in the car like we used to? The car runs fine when it's not pulling the trailer,” Benjamin said. “And we can get ice cream.”

      “But — ” Andy started to object.

      “We have no other option, Andy,” I said.

      Benjamin was right. We were able to get around town in my old Jeep Cherokee when the trailer wasn't attached, and Mercy had ridden in the back before we had the trailer. We'd pull out the backseat, tarp the floor, put hay behind the driver's seat, and open the rear door, and Mercy would jump right in. She would munch hay until we arrived at our destination, and after her visit, she would return to her “seat” for carrots.

      “Mercy is going to eat her hay and our ice cream,” Andy complained.

      “It will work,” I said, hopefully.

      Everything went as planned until we went to load Mercy and I realized we had a problem: The front passenger seat had one seatbelt; I had two boys.

      “We can share,” Benjamin offered.

      Though I knew it was unsafe, I buckled both boys into the seat; we had no other choice.

      Mercy hopped into the back, the car started with no problems, and we were off. The temperature gauge stayed in the normal range, but just to be safe, I drove with the windows down and the heater on full blast.

      I had directions on how to get to the facility, but due to a chronic lapse in brain activity when I get into urban areas, I got lost. Tooling around a strange city in 90-degree heat, in an unreliable car, with the heater blazing, two restless boys sharing one seatbelt, a horse in the backseat, and people staring and pointing at Mercy was fraying my nerves. To make matters worse, Mercy kept nudging my shoulder as if to ask, “Are we there yet?”

      After 30 minutes of driving around without a clue, I had to ask for directions. I pulled into a strip mall, looking for possibilities. No gas stations were in sight, but there was a hair salon. Ladies in hair salons know everything, so I pulled in front, explained to the boys I was going to ask for directions, and instructed them not to talk to anyone.

      “What if a stranger comes?” Andy asked.

      “Andy, we have a horse in our car. Who is going to talk to us?” Benjamin said.

      Andy slumped back and clutched Mercy's lead.

      “You behave, Mercy,” I instructed the mare as I closed the driver's door.

      When I entered the salon, the well-coiffed lady behind the counter lifted a questioning eyebrow at me. I was sweaty and smelled of suntan lotion and horse — obviously not the normal suburban-urban client they were used to.

      “I'm lost,” I said, looking out the window at my car.

      I saw Andrew talking to Mercy, Mercy nodding her head yes, and Benjamin pinning Andrew to the car seat. Then I saw Benjamin talking to Mercy, Mercy again nodding her head yes, and Andrew putting Benjamin in a chokehold.

      “How can I help you?” she asked.

      “I need the county Department of Social Services. I have an appointment to meet with challenged adults.”

      Her gaze brightened, probably figuring I was challenged myself. “I see,” she said, turning her attention to the front door as it opened.

      A well-dressed elderly lady tottered in. She came up to the desk, peering over her shoulder, obviously looking at my car, which was now rhythmically shaking as if illicit behavior was occurring within it. The sun's glare on my windshield hid Andrew, Benjamin, and Mercy, so I could not tell who was beating on whom at the moment.

      “Hello, Elaine,” the patron said to the receptionist. “I'm early for my appointment. Did you see that strange-looking dog in the car out front?”

      Elaine peered back over the desk and adjusted her bifocals to get a better view.

      “It's not a dog; it's a horse,” I stammered.

      They looked at me as if I had stepped off a flying saucer. “Oh, my!” they said in unison and ran out the door to my car.

      I was right behind them. When I reached the car, Andrew still had Benjamin in a chokehold, Benjamin was still taunting him, and Mercy was still nodding her head yes. She had been trained to answer questions by nodding her head at one prompt or shaking her head at another.

      “All of you, cut it out!” I hissed.

      “Andy asked Mercy if I was stupid and made her say yes,” Benjamin complained.

      “Ben asked Mercy if I was a loser and made her say yes,” Andrew whined.

      “Did not!”

      “Did so!”

      “Boys!” I shouted.

      Elaine and her client were on the driver's side of the car, poking their fingers at Mercy's nose. Mercy was now shaking her head no in protest. Well-coiffed salon ladies were unfamiliar to her.

      “That goes for you, too!” I told Mercy. “Stop it!”

      She stopped, blinking her big doe eyes at me innocently.

      Finally, the elderly lady gave me directions to the adult daycare center, which was right around the corner. When I pulled into the parking lot, aides and their patients were already waiting, and they cheered as Mercy jumped from the car. I still held her lead, but she was already doing her job of making people happy.

      As the people touched the glistening coat and played with the flowing mane of our miniature goodwill ambassador, I forgot about the hassles of getting her there. There were smiles, bright eyes, and happy murmurings all around. The oldest lady in the facility repeatedly hugged Mercy and called out, “I love Mercy! I love Mercy!” Even after her aide took her back inside, she could still be heard calling to Mercy.

      Benjamin looked around and smiled. “Mercy's magic,” he said. The aides nodded in agreement.

      The visit was a success. Even Andrew got involved by having Mercy answer polite questions for the daycare clients. After two hours, we waved goodbye, loaded Mercy into the car, and started down the driveway. What I heard and saw next made my stomach roll.

      “Mom!” Andrew screamed, sliding onto the floor in a ball, trying to make it look like Benjamin was the only passenger up front.

      “What?” I asked.

      He motioned to two police cars and an animal control officer in a truck coming toward us. In this urban area, I doubted they were looking for rabid animals. I pulled over to the side of the road and lifted my state map, hiding behind it. My mind raced. If someone complained about a horse in the city, what would officials look for? After all, when people say “horse,” most folks think of a large animal. That being the case, could we hide Mercy in the car and escape?

      “Benjamin, give Mercy all of the carrots. If we get her head down, she looks like a big dog.”

      Benjamin nodded and flung the whole bag at Mercy's face. I heard crunching. One problem solved.

      The police cars made a left turn, followed by the animal control officer. I put down my map, turned on my left blinker, and went the opposite way, still praying they were looking for a big horse.

      A different police car came toward us from another direction.

      “Give Mercy the can of grain,” I whispered to Benjamin.

      “The whole can?”

      “Do you want to go to jail?” Andrew asked from the car floor.

      Benjamin dumped the can of grain on the floor, and we merged into traffic.

      “Sit up,” I instructed Andrew.

      He got into the seat next to Benjamin and buckled up.

      “That was cool,” Benjamin said. “… Not!”

      While I wondered whether all we had gone through to make a group of people happy for two hours was worth it, Mercy nuzzled my shoulder. I reached back for her soft nose. In that moment, I forgot our troubles and just enjoyed having that connection with a tiny horse who enjoyed being with us, even if it was inside a car, and who liked making people, even ones she didn't know, happy.

      “Yes,” I said with a smile, “Mercy is magic.”

      
        Denise J. Pullis
      

      A version of this story was first published under the title “A Great Escape” in (the now defunct) Miniature Horse Voice magazine, January 2000.

    

  
    
      

      
      My $1 Lifesaver
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      Brego came to our place on April 1, 2005, the day after we had my daughter's very old palomino put down. Brego was his replacement, and at twenty-five years old, he was not a young fellow either. Originally registered in California as Swedish Cat and also named Monkey by previous owners, he needed a statelier name. My daughter called him Brego, which she claimed was a horse of Rohan given to Strider in the movie The Lord of the Rings. It seemed fitting, because Strider, who apparently understood and talked to horses in Elfin, said something along the lines of, “This horse tells me he has seen enough of war. Turn him out to pasture.”

      Our Brego is still pressed into service routinely. He goes for long rides into Oak Hammock Marsh near Winnipeg, Manitoba, takes part in the Interlake Riding Club shows, and belongs to 4-H. He has a girlfriend who boards with us — Katie, a pretty quarter horse — and he becomes distraught when parted from her. His face is the picture of abject tolerance when he is being subjected to having his mane braided; he never complains.

      Being as Brego was quite thin when we got him, we fed him a large amount of food twice a day. Because he was in the field with other horses that did not get this special treatment, at mealtimes he had to be let into another corral, so as not to be disturbed. As horses do, the rest of the herd figured this all out and would deliberately crowd around the gate, forcing Brego back, which made him quite agitated. It was our job as the human herd leaders to clear the pests away.

      One soggy August morning, I went out with the bowl and put it on the ground inside the safe corral. The jostling crowd was assembled. Brego began pawing the ground impatiently. It is important to note that this horse is actually a fine old gentleman with excellent manners. Who knows why, but that particular day he chose to charge right through those annoying pasture mates and show them who's the boss. I had just opened the gate and was doing my part by shooing the pushy yearlings when Brego launched himself at me to get to his bowl. I was unable to duck completely out of the way due to the slimy ground and to the unexpected quickness of his movement. Brego pushed me with his shoulder, and I fell onto the gate and then onto my knees. Amazed he hadn't stepped on my leg, I got up, brushed myself off, determined I was unhurt, and went on with my day.

      Two months later, though, I still had a bruise and a lump on my right breast where I'd been injured when Brego knocked me into the gate. So off I went to the doctor. She and I both felt certain that the bruising and swelling were just a result of the Brego incident. Nevertheless, I was sent for a mammogram. The diagnosis was an unpleasant surprise: I had breast cancer. And it had nothing to do with the bruised area or the lump. As suspected, those came from the accident with Brego and were nothing to worry about. But the tests I'd received for that trauma revealed a very early ductal carcinoma in situ deep down in my tissue, near the chest wall. The cells were one step from bursting into full-fledged, lymph-infiltrating cancer. I was lucky!

      Lumpectomy and radiation treatments took a total of nine months. Since then, it's been a long road back up to speed, but before long I was back on my own horse, riding around the fields. As always, my daughter comes along on her buddy, Brego. He's very special to me now, too. Every day since I was given that diagnosis and anytime my heart is heavy, I either think of Brego or see him waiting at the gate for his bowl and smile. I remind myself how fortunate I am that he came into our lives and pushed me against that gate. Though he was likely nothing more than an instrument of fate, I still call him my lifesaver.

      And to think I only paid a token $1 for him. It's the best dollar I've ever spent. Thanks again, Brego!

      
        Ishbel Moore
      

      This story was first published in Horse Country Magazine, Jan.-Mar. 2007, Manitoba, Canada.

    

  
    
      

      
      Freeing Feetsy
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      The first time I met Feetsy, she was twenty-five years old, and I thought she looked great for an old gal in her out-to-pasture years. A gorgeous palomino quarter horse and Thoroughbred cross, Fancy Feet had helped raise the children of my good friend, Bonnie.

      Before Bonnie's kids were born, she and Feetsy had spent many a morning sailing over jumps in the schooling ring and many an afternoon heading out on the trails for more of the same. Several years had passed since they had taken those rides through the woods. Over the years, even their visits grew fewer and farther apart, especially after Bonnie became a single mom to a trio of young kids. Still, anyone could see that the bond the two had forged when they were young was still powerful and true.

      When Bonnie's mom passed away, part of the process of clearing her estate involved finding a new home for Feetsy, who had been spending her days peacefully in a small pasture behind her house. Though my veterinary practice is exclusively small animal, I have horses of my own and had a few contacts in the horse business. So I was lucky to secure a place for Feetsy with a small boarding facility that already had a number of “retired” mares and geldings. I knew the owners fairly well and was confident Feetsy would get the type of special attention she needed at that point in her life.

      Even though our work schedules and other obligations left little time for socializing, Bonnie and I still managed to get together regularly to raid the bookshelves at Walden's before taking in a movie and popcorn. During one such girl's night out, Bonnie asked if I would go out to the boarding barn with her and take a look at Feetsy.

      “I think it might be time to put her down,” she said. “Could you come out after work and look at her, just to tell me what you think?”

      My heart sank as I thought of what losing Feetsy would mean to Bonnie and her children. “What's going on?” I asked. “Is she lame? Has she been sick, colicky, not eating … ?”

      Bonnie shook her head. “She's getting around okay. She's lost some weight; she can't really chew grass or hay, so they have to make her a gruel out of senior feed and beet pulp three times a day. She's been dewormed and everything. I don't know. She's just not right.”

      “You know I'm not a horse vet, but I'd be glad to take a look,” I said. “We could draw some blood and give Dr. Lari a call if anything shows up.”

      I met Bonnie at the barn a few evenings later. We headed up the short trail through the woods to the small pasture Feetsy shared with another crossbred mare and a few pushy ponies. At one end of the pasture was a single row of stalls set up like a run-in shed, with doors on both sides that normally stayed open. Feetsy was in her stall, slurping her dinner, and the stall doors were closed to keep out the ponies.

      I took a quick look around. There were a couple of troughs holding clean water, a few nontoxic weeds, and a decent stand of spring grass pushing it's way up through the rocky soil of the pasture. The other horses had already eaten and were clearly hanging around to see who the new people were and to lap up any of Feetsy's leftovers. When Feetsy finished eating, we opened the stall doors, and she trudged out of one while the pushy ponies raced in the other. After watching the old girl walk around a bit, my impression wasn't so much of a horse that was lame or weak, but rather one that was depressed. She showed little interest in her surroundings, other than to swat her long tail at the pesky flies that continually tried to land on her sweat-soaked coat.

      “Let's draw some blood, see if there's something obvious going on metabolically, then we'll go from there,” I suggested.

      The lab results were remarkably unremarkable. That's vet speak for “not helpful at all” when you're hoping something will point toward a diagnosis.

      A few days later, Bonnie called to tell me that the folks who had been taking care of Feetsy the past four years were getting ready to retire and sell the property. The suggestion was made that Bonnie should either find another place for Feetsy or consider putting her down. For Bonnie, there really was no choice. Moving Feetsy to a larger facility would create a financial burden. But she wasn't ready to say goodbye to this mare who had been such an important part of her life for nearly thirty years.

      So I contacted Debbie and Blanchard, the owners of the breeding/training facility where I regularly schooled my mare and where she occasionally stayed during show season. We discussed Feetsy's feeding regimen; it would mean taking a little extra time and care, but it was doable. They were willing to take Feetsy on my recommendation, give us a fair assessment of her condition, and, if feasible, keep her for as long as she seemed comfortable and happy — whether that meant days or months or longer, we had no way of knowing.

      Feetsy had her Coggins, and off she went to her new home. Well, it wasn't quite that easy. There was a moment of panic as we started to load her onto my trailer. Feetsy hesitated, and I thought, This could be a very long night. I gave her a little tap on the rump. I looked at Bonnie. Bonnie looked at Feetsy. Feetsy gave Bonnie a slightly startled look out of her big, brown eyes, then she stepped right up into the trailer, and the butt bar flew into its slot behind her. There are some things a well-trained horse just never forgets.

      Fancy Feet's first few days at her new home were spent in a well-ventilated stall near Pattrinka, my Arabian mare, and Charity, an aged Morgan mare. After the first day or two, Feetsy was eating better, and the decision was made to let her stay in the stall during the heat of the day and then move her out to share pasture space with a handful of other mares in the evenings, so long as they seemed to get along. If the days were tolerable, she could stay out during the day as well. Bonnie made regular visits during that first week, and I was hopeful all would work out well for my friends.

      For people who don't know or care for horses, it's hard for those of us who do to describe the feeling you get from watching horses “at play” in an open field. Like so many others who believe that the outside of a horse is good for the inside of a person, I've spent countless hours sitting on fences watching foals play hide-and-seek with their moms or tag with their pasture buddies. Or watching yearlings racing each other to gates to see who can greet the newcomers first and then chasing the newcomers around the pasture in between staging mock battles (or real ones!) to see who's gonna be top dog. Or watching that young stallion at the breeding barn who finally gets his turn to enjoy a few hours of turnout and explodes in a burst of exuberant energy as he races and bucks and snorts and prances his way around the paddock, making sure everyone sees how handsome and what a great mover he is.

      So maybe those of you who appreciate the beauty of such moments will understand why I had tears in my eyes the next time I saw Feetsy.


      
        It was a Saturday morning. I had finished my rounds at the clinic and was looking forward to a good schooling session with my mare and to seeing how Feetsy was settling in at her new home. The tree-lined drive at the entrance to the training/breeding complex is bordered on both sides by pasture, and as I pulled into the drive and looked to the right where I knew my mare would be, I couldn't believe my eyes. Feetsy and Trinka were in the pasture with two yearling fillies. As I drove by, Feetsy started racing around the other horses, bucking and kicking up her heels like a two-year-old, as if to say, “Look at me! I feel good!” It was incredible. I had to look twice to make sure it was the same horse who had stood in her stall so forlorn just the week before.
      

      In the days and weeks that followed, Feetsy continued to improve. She put on weight, and her coat, which had stayed heavy and unkempt through the previous summer, began to shed and look brighter and healthier. She acted like a much younger horse, and it was her attitude that prompted Blanchard to suggest to Bonnie that she might want to consider riding Feetsy again.

      “Really?” Bonnie asked. “Do you think it would be alright? I wouldn't want to hurt her.”

      “Sure, I don't see why not,” Blanchard replied. “She's fairly well-muscled, remarkably sound, and obviously has loads of energy. As long as you take it slow, give her time to build up her back, and make sure she's comfortable, it would be fine.”

      Bonnie was ecstatic. Although that first ride around the indoor arena lasted only about five minutes and consisted of the two of them just walking around and getting a feel for each other again, I swear that horse's grin was as wide as Bonnie's. Following Blanchard's advice, Bonnie kept things slow and easy until it was obvious that Feetsy was capable of handling a little more work. Eventually, Trinka and I invited the two of them to join us out on the trails.

      In late November, Bonnie and I made plans for another trail ride on Friday, the day after Thanksgiving. We'd ridden together the previous Saturday, and Feetsy was actually pushing my mare along, as if she had places to go and things to do and we weren't getting there fast enough to suit her. It had been awesome watching Bonnie and Feetsy having so much fun together. So when the phone rang as I was getting ready that Friday morning, I hoped nothing had happened to keep us from another great ride. But when I heard Bonnie's tight voice on the other end of the line, I knew something was terribly wrong.

      “Feetsy went down this morning. Dr. Lari's not sure what's wrong yet, but Feetsy's in a lot of pain and the meds don't seem to be helping. I'm afraid we're going to have to put her down.”

      No words would comfort her. I rushed to finish my barn chores and headed to the training center, but by the time I arrived, Feetsy was gone and Bonnie had left to grieve at home.

      I knew Bonnie was not only mourning the loss of her friend, she was also berating herself for “pushing” her mare and possibly hastening her end. So, as a vet and as her friend, I reassured her that she hadn't done anything to harm Feetsy. In fact, she had helped her by enabling her to enjoy the last six months of her life. Finally, Bonnie began to glimpse what everyone around her could so clearly see: that she'd given Fancy Feet a new life, the chance to be a horse again, to frolic with her new equine friends and to be Bonnie's partner in the saddle again.

      On a wall at my clinic hangs a framed photo of two mature dogs cavorting on a beach. Below the picture is a quote from George Bernard Shaw that reads, “We don't stop playing because we grow old; we grow old because we stop playing.” Feetsy taught all of us the truth in that … because Bonnie made sure that her mare's last days were filled with fun and friendship.
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