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JUST SO THAT WE’RE all on the same page, I want to tell you a few things about this book. These adventures really happened, but it’s important to remember that these all happened with real people, and real animals. The horse world is relatively small, and I don’t want anyone to feel that I am putting their laundry out for the world to see, or that their confidence in the privacy practices of our veterinary practice has been compromised. In that spirit, I have changed a lot of names and details. Perhaps the people who were involved in a particular situation might recognize their story, but that’s about it.

Another thing I’d like to mention is that there are a lot of medical details that I did not include. My amazing wife Erica is the doctor, not me, and I don’t even know half of the things she is looking for when she glances at a horse. Some of the stuff I do know, but when I write it down, it turns an adventure story into a textbook of dense medical terminology, and that just sucks the fun right out of the story. So, please consider what you read here as entertainment, and not a step-by-step on veterinary medicine practices.

My goal in writing this down has been to share with you a glimpse of my life. I have new adventures all the time, some of which are not appropriate to share, and some of which are. I hope that you’ll learn a few things, and have a few laughs, and maybe even be sad a few times. I find it fascinating to learn about things that are happening in the world all around us that we never see, and in the case of these stories, in the backyards of people right in our communities. So, relax and enjoy!

For Erica, who has made the world a better place for horses, and their people
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Chapter 1


In the Beginning
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I GUESS I SHOULD START by introducing myself and telling you a little bit about how I ended up with this amazing life filled with adventures. My name is Justin Long, and I’m an author, a business owner, and a podcaster, as well as a horse doctor’s husband (a full-time occupation in its own right). My wife, Dr. Erica Lacher, is an equine veterinarian, and we own Springhill Equine Veterinary Clinic, which is a large-animal practice near Gainesville, Florida. I handle a lot of the administrative aspects of the business such as bookkeeping, paying bills, managing the website, recording and producing our podcast (Straight from the Horse Doctor’s Mouth), and that sort of thing, as well as some of the other more exciting things that I’ll be telling you about.

Back in 2014, I was living in an army town near the coast of Georgia called Hinesville. I was single, reasonably well-employed as a purchaser and inventory control specialist with an industrial equipment manufacturing company, and I was doing my best to live a full life. I was an active member of the local Arts Council, and my friend Tom and I were on a quest to see every state park in Georgia via motorcycle. I was dating on occasion, and generally happy. Through extensive discussions with my therapist, I knew what I was looking for in terms of a long-term relationship, but I was really losing hope in actually finding someone who met my criteria.

One day, after yet another fruitless search through the online dating world, I was expressing my frustrations to my best friend, Kristen.

“Why are you wasting time and money on these dating websites?” she asked. Kristen is very good about speaking her mind with me, which is invaluable.

“Where else am I going to find someone?” I countered. “I’m not going to find the right woman in a bar, since I don’t drink anymore. The odds of running into the one person in three hundred million at a bookstore or an art class are proving to be extremely low. I don’t know where else to look.” Resignation filled my voice, as it always does when I’m facing an impossible barrier. “At least the dating sites are screening out all the ones who are NOT the one,” I added, “which is all of them, so far.”

“I know that, doofus,” Kristen replied, with her usual tact and charm. “I’m saying, why waste your time and money on these hook-up sites? You’re all about science and logic, so you need to get on eHarmony. It’s the only one that does an actual personality profile and gives you scientific, psychologically probable matches. Also, because it’s expensive, it weeds out all the people who aren’t really serious about it.”

She stumped me on that one. As much as I like to contradict her, I couldn’t come up with anything at all.

“Well,” I said at last, “you got me there. I guess it makes sense to go that route.”

“Of course it does,” she replied. “I’m always right.” She paused for a moment, just to give me a bit of rope, which I wisely chose to ignore. “I know how hard it was for you to say that. I guess you have your big-boy pants on today.”

I sighed, letting her have her moment.

“You know, the biggest problem I’m having is that people don’t accurately represent themselves on these dating sites,” I said. “They put up the description of who they want to be, instead of who they are.”

“Look, just do this,” Kristen said. “It’ll cost the same as the next three dinner dates that are going to leave you disappointed anyway.” Again, I couldn’t refute her logic.

So it was that the last week in May of 2014, I sat down and took the personality profile. I was pleased to find that it was fairly extensive, and having recently taken the Myers-Briggs personality profile, I felt that eHarmony had done a pretty good job in their assessment. (I’m an INFJ/T, just for the record, except on days when I’m an INTJ/T. It’s about 50/50 between the F and the T.) I was also pleased to find that there was not a lot of space on my profile for me to ad lib descriptions of myself, which meant that there were minimal opportunities for others to misrepresent themselves. I began to have a bit of hope.

A week later, eHarmony was still reporting that there was no one in the state of Georgia who was more than a 65% match for me. Again, I felt dejected. 

“Why am I so hard to match up?” I asked Kristen. “I’m not a regular guy, but I’m sure there are lots of women out there who aren’t looking for a regular guy, right?”

“Why are you so attached to Hinesville?” she countered. “You don’t have any reason to stay there, or even in Georgia, for that matter. Expand your search and see if there are some matches somewhere else.”

Again, she had me in a corner. I expanded the search to nationwide, mainly to prove to her that it wouldn’t change anything. The one person who was compatible with me had probably lived and died a thousand years ago. With no expectations, and with only a tiny bit of hope, I checked out the results.

There were two solid matches. One was in Florida, and the other one was in Oregon. I checked out the one in Florida briefly before heading to work. She met my four basic criteria, which had never happened before (Doesn’t drink, doesn’t smoke, doesn’t have or want kids, and not religious. [I’m not saying all people should be this way, that’s just what I’m in to]). I really couldn’t tell what she looked like, because she was wearing a helmet in every picture. One of them was her in a tree, wearing a helmet. The others were of her riding a horse and wearing a helmet. She was a doctor, which told me she was probably pretty bright, which was also important to me. I had to go to work, but I did so with a bounce in my step. There was a glimmer of hope on the horizon.

When I got home that night, I had an email from eHarmony, notifying me that the woman in Florida had sent me a smiley face. I assumed that was a good thing, and dug into her profile with serious enthusiasm. She seemed to be amazing and impressive, so I decided to write her a brief message.

Hi Erica, my name is Justin. I know that eHarmony wants us to start our communication with their pre-made questions instead of going straight to emailing, but I’m a bit of a rebel, and if you are as amazing as you seem to be, I don’t want to waste a week going through the official channels. I hope that’s not too forward! ~ Justin

I sent the message, and it left me feeling giddy, terrified, and excited about possibilities. Filled with excess energy and emotion, I called Kristen to tell her all about this mystery woman who sent me a smile. I probably gushed on for at least ten minutes before she tried to take me down a notch.

“You can’t act this way if and when you talk to her,” Kristen cautioned me. “Don’t overwhelm her right off the bat, or she’ll freak out and run the other way.”

“I know, I know,” I said. “I felt that my message was very reserved.”

“The fact that you sent it was not reserved,” she pointed out. “You’re supposed to do this question and answer thing for a week.”

“Yeah, my therapist is going to tell me the same thing,” I said. “I’m thirty-eight years old. I only have so many good days left, and I hate to waste a week of my life following protocols that were designed to keep twenty-year-old kids from getting married right away.”

The next morning, I had another email from eHarmony. Erica had responded to my message:

Hi, Justin. I’ll do you one better. Here’s my phone number. I’ll be in the truck all day, driving to Atlanta for a horse show. Call me.

I almost died. I considered calling in sick to work. I considered calling Kristen, who lives in California, three hours behind me. I considered re-paving the driveway and dancing on the roof. I considered that I could probably meet her in Macon and have lunch, but even in my ecstatic state, I realized that was probably a little rash. I finally decided it would be best to stay on schedule and went to the gym to swim laps.

I made it to work, but I couldn’t focus on anything. I shuffled papers around and checked the clock every few seconds. When it was finally break time, I walked outside the office and dialed her number. My stomach was in knots, and I almost hung up the second it started ringing. She answered on the second ring.

“Hello?”

At this point, I realized that I had not written a script, or even jotted down some notes to go off, which is very unlike me. What should I say? I panicked, and almost hung up again. I had no idea how to have this conversation.

“Hi, Erica?” I asked, cursing the quiver in my voice. I have a very deep, strong voice, which is complimented regularly by people I talk to. Today it came out as a whimpering squeak as my throat tightened down in an effort to screw me over.

“Yes,” she replied, calm and confident.

“Hi, this is Justin Long. From eHarmony. I’m the guy in Georgia. You sent me your phone number?” 

“Yes, I know who you are,” she laughed. “I don’t just give my number out to a bunch of people on dating sites!”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to insinuate that,” I said, backpedaling and silently beating myself up. This was exactly why I should have written a script. “I was just. . .” My face felt like it was on fire, and my heart was hammering against my chest in a way that suggested something bad might happen if it kept that up much longer. I considered about a thousand possible things to say next, trying to find something that would not make me sound like an idiot. “So, what is a horse show in Atlanta like? What do you do?” It seemed like a safe way to get her talking for a moment so I could regroup. 

“Oh, I do hunter jumpers,” she said. I had no idea what that meant. “There’s a big show in Atlanta every year where they had the Olympics back in ’96.”

“I feel a bit silly asking this,” I said. “I lived on a cattle ranch in Wyoming when I was in high school, and my experience with horses consists of working cows and going to rodeos, but I haven’t even been in that world for twenty years. I’m really not sure what you mean by hunter jumper.”

“It’s English riding, instead of western,” she explained. “We jump the horses over fences, and try to go as fast as possible without knocking any of the rails down.” 

“Well, that explains the helmet in your horse picture,” I said. “I’ve never seen people wear helmets on a horse before. In Wyoming, they wear cowboy hats.”

“Well, aside from being the rule in our sport, I’m pretty attached to my head,” she said. “I’ve seen enough head trauma injuries from people coming off a horse unexpectedly. I won’t ride without one.”

She explained the whole jumping thing to me, which did little to help my understanding of the sport, but did wonders for calming me down. I also learned that as a veterinarian, she worked primarily on horses, and owned her own practice. I grew more and more impressed with her as the conversation went on. She was very bright, articulate, and confident, which I liked very much.

“So, I’ve been talking about me for an hour,” she said at last. “Tell me about you. What do you do? How did you go from a cattle ranch in Wyoming to Georgia?”

I told her all about my stint in the army, where I learned to operate heavy equipment like bulldozers, bucket loaders, and tractor-trailers, and how I was stationed at Ft. Stewart, Georgia. 

“How long were you in the army?” she asked. 

“Just three years,” I said. “I knew right away that it wasn’t the place for me. I can’t have that many people in charge of me. After that I was an over-the-road truck driver for a year.”

“Oh, you can drive a truck?” she asked. “And back a trailer?”

“I’m excellent at backing trailers,” I said with some pride. “It’s one of my many super-powers.”

“You have no idea how excited that makes me,” she said. 

“Uh... hhmm,” I stammered. “No one has ever been excited about that before. I’m not sure what to say.”

“I have a twenty-eight-foot gooseneck horse trailer,” she said. “The fact that you can handle that gives you some points. So, what did you do after you quit driving trucks?”

“Well, after I came off the road, I delivered propane for a few years, and then I went to Iraq as a civilian contractor and drove a truck over there for a while.” I thought for a moment. “I probably didn’t pick up a lot of useful skills with that stuff, but when I came back here, I got a job as a heavy equipment mechanic, working with the army. That gave me a lot of useful skills. When they laid off all the civilians a few years ago, I ended up here, working in the parts department. I’ve learned all about managing inventory, purchasing, and that stuff.” 

I told her about being in a band, and how I didn’t have any furniture in my living room, just guitars and keyboards, speakers, and recording equipment. I told her about my love of painting, and some of the fun things I’d done with the arts council. I told her about my Honda GoldWing motorcycle, and how Tom and I were touring Georgia’s state parks, trying to see all the waterfalls. At some point in the conversation, it occurred to me that my fifteen-minute break was probably over. I checked the time and was horrified to see that we had been on the phone for nearly two hours. 

“Look, I hate to say this, but I should probably go make an appearance in my office,” I said. “I just realized I haven’t been there in two hours, and I probably have a hundred missed calls and emails to deal with.” 

We spent another ten minutes making plans for the next call, while getting sidetracked a few times. I finally got back to my office, which I shared with my supervisor.

“Where the hell did you go?” he asked. “I thought you quit!”

“Dude, I just spent the best two hours of my life meeting the woman I’ve been waiting for,” I said. 

“Oh, shit,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You aren’t going to be worth a damn for a week.”

Little did he know how prophetic that remark would be. Two weeks, ten emails, and fifteen phone calls later, I made my first trip to Florida to meet Erica in person. I thought perhaps I had taken a wrong turn towards the end, as the dirt road I was on kept getting narrower and more overgrown, but at last it opened up in a beautiful lush green meadow. The driveway ended at a closed electric gate. Flustered, and still afraid I might not be in the right spot, I called her.

“Hi,” I said. “I think I’m here. Is there a big black gate on your drive?”

“Yep,” she said. “Come on in.”

“Uh, how do I open the gate?” I asked, feeling dense. I clearly had no experience with gated driveways, and I was afraid that might say something negative about me, but I would soon learn that the gate is about keeping the horses in rather than keeping the world out.

“Push the button beside you,” she said. I could hear her laughing at me. 

I looked out my window, and sure enough, there was a box on a pole right there, with a single button on it. I pushed the button, and the gate began to swing open.

“Okay, I feel like an idiot,” I told her. “I should have looked around for at least a nanosecond before announcing myself as unobservant.” 

She was still laughing at me as I pulled up and parked. The building was a big beige concrete block barn, with wooden stairs going up one end to a huge porch overlooking the pastures and the forests beyond. I looked around for a moment, noting a variety of flowering plants and bushes, before climbing out. Two dogs met me at the truck door, a pit bull and a Jack Russell. I quickly commenced to making their acquaintance with some scratching and fussing as Erica came down the stairs. 

“It looks like you’ve met Norma and Rachel,” she said with a grin. “Don’t give them too much attention, or they’ll never leave you alone.”

It was strange meeting her in person. I felt like I had known her forever by now, but I still hadn’t seen a picture of her without a helmet on. She was short (as most people seem to me, since I’m six feet, two inches tall) and curvy, which I tried very hard not to admire too closely as she took me on a tour. I liked the way her shoulder-length brown ponytail bounced as she walked. We started in the barn, where she made introductions.

“This is Clu, Ernie, and Vespa,” she said, pointing to each horse in their stall. “On this side is Sydney, Gigi, and Angie.” She nodded at a white cat as it strolled through. “That’s Pesca. Out in the back field is Millie, who is the mother of Vespa, Gigi, and Angie. The donkey out there with her is Pet.” 

My head reeled with names, most of which I was forgetting faster than I could even process. We went upstairs, where she introduced me to a few more cats. I decided I was going to need to make an animal name matrix if I was ever going to have any hope of learning who was who.

We went to dinner at a local pizza place called Villagios. I learned that she was all about local restaurants rather than national chains, which greatly appealed to me. She was also a voracious reader, and very much an outdoorsy person. I asked her about the picture of her in a tree, wearing a helmet and hanging from a rope and harness. 

“Norma Jean, the Jack Russell, chased Ofeibea, one of the white cats, up a tree one time. It was one of the big live oaks behind the barn, on the edge of the woods. She went all the way to the top, of course.” She paused for a drink. “I spent hours trying to get her down, couldn’t do it. She wouldn’t budge. It was going to be dark in a few hours, and I didn’t want her to be up there all night, so I Googled ‘cat rescue’ and found this guy named Danny. He came out with all these ropes and harnesses, like rock climbing equipment. He threw a rope over a branch, and climbed the rope. He reset the rope on a higher branch and climbed it again, and was almost up to the cat when she realized the gig was up. She climbed down on her own, and he rappelled down. I was like, ‘Damn, that looks fun!’ I found out he does sport tree climbing too, in addition to cat rescue. I went and tried it out with my best friend, and it was great. I ended up buying some gear and now I climb trees. Really, it’s more rope climbing than tree climbing, but whatever. I like it.” 

The whole weekend went by in a flash. We got to know each other through a million stories while she showed me around the Gainesville area. I told her about being an artist and showed her pictures of my paintings, and we went to the art museum. She told me she liked my paintings better than most of the ones they had on display, which made me feel pretty good. I really enjoyed sitting in the rocking chairs on her porch and watching the horses graze. It was very serene and quiet. She lived in a wonderful, mostly secluded paradise. I decided to come back as often as she would let me.

Back in Georgia, I started taking my vacation days, one almost every Friday. I would take my things to work on Thursday and leave as early as possible for the three-hour drive to Florida, where I would stay until Sunday afternoon. Sometimes she would come up to Georgia, and we would mess around in Savannah, or ride the motorcycle to a state park somewhere. After seven or eight months of this, we both knew it was time for me to move to Florida.

“I don’t want you to leave,” she said one Sunday afternoon. We had spent the weekend at a horse show, which I was becoming much more familiar with. “I really like it so much better when you’re here.” She hugged me, then added, “And not just because you’re a badass truck driver and I can relax in the passenger seat, either.”

I grinned. “You better be careful talking like that,” I said. “One of these days I’m going to show up with a truck full of guitars and speakers and paintings and some clothes. Then you won’t ever get me to leave!”

“So, when is that going to happen?” she asked, calling my bluff. “Next week? I’m ready when you are.”

It happened just like that. That’s the way it is with her: no drama, no complications. I started applying for jobs in Gainesville. 

“Why don’t you work at the vet clinic?” she asked me one day. “You know how to do a lot of different things. You can do the bookkeeping, pay bills, fix things, and do all the stuff I end up doing to keep the business going. That would let me see more horses and do less office stuff.”

I didn’t even really consider it. “No, that’s a bad plan,” I said. “We’d end up spending too much time together and start driving each other crazy. It never works out.”

She didn’t press me then, but the more weeks went by, and the more jobs I didn’t get, the more I started thinking about it. Finally, I brought the subject back up.

“So, how would it work?” I asked one day. “I’d need a lot of training to do some of that stuff.”

“Mish will help you out with that,” she said. Mish was her best friend and the bookkeeper I would be replacing so she could focus on her regular job. 

We hammered out the details sufficiently, so that I felt confident enough to put in my notice at my job.

“I knew it!” Zach, my supervisor, cackled. “I knew you’d be moving down there.” He slapped his leg, laughing. “She done got you all wrapped up,” he said.

“Yep, that she does,” I agreed. “That she does.”

“Well, I’m glad you found the one,” he said, being serious for a moment. “I hate like hell to lose you. You been doing your job and half of mine for two years. Hell, I’m gonna have to start working around here.” We both laughed, and I felt better about quitting. He was one of the rare people that I felt really appreciated me. 

On our nine-month anniversary, I pulled her horse trailer up to Georgia, and we loaded all my worldly possessions into it, or at least the ones that were going to Florida. Erica was excited about the king size pillow-top mattress, which was a vast improvement over her aging queen size bed. We spent a few days figuring out how to merge our household items, and I gave the rest away to friends and neighbors.

The move to Florida improved my quality of life in ways I never could have imagined. My therapist was ecstatic for me, despite being concerned that I was moving too fast. Kristen was a bit concerned about that too, but I consoled myself with the knowledge that if I waited ten years, it would still be too fast for either of them.

I really liked the new home front, of course, but I liked the area, too. I also liked my new job. I didn’t know what I was doing, but working for a small business gave me a much better sense of purpose than working for a giant conglomerate. Everything I did mattered all of a sudden. The decisions I made affected the whole business, and I could see how my ideas made things better or worse. With a total of eight people in the company, I really felt like my efforts were visible, rather than being one invisible guy in a company with thousands of employees. I liked it!

My relationship with Erica continued to get better and better. We would joke about liking each other so much that we might even consider getting married, even though both of us had sworn to our friends and family in the past that we would never get married. At some point, it wasn’t a joke anymore, though neither of us knew when that exact moment occurred. It just evolved.

“I sure do like you a lot,” I told her one afternoon. We had just returned from a canoe trip, and were looking at the pictures we had taken. “I mean, if I was the kind of guy that would get married, I would totally marry you.”

“Hhmmm,” she smiled, wrapping her arms around me and looking up into my eyes. “I like you, too. If I was to ever make an exception to my rule about not getting married, it would have to be with someone as amazing as you.”

“You know, there are probably only three or four guys as amazing as me on the whole planet, and they’re either ninjas or astronauts, and definitely not the marrying kind.” I puffed up my chest and put on my fake modesty face. “I’m not saying I’m a big deal, but. . . I’m kind of a big deal.”

“Yeah, you’re my big deal,” she laughed. 

Later that night at supper, we talked about things that needed to get done at the clinic the next day and the topic came up again.

“You know, I could take a lot of these phone calls off your plate if we were married,” I said. “The only reason you have to talk to these people is because you’re the business owner, and they won’t talk to an employee. Maybe we should just call them all and tell them I’m your husband; tell them to put me on the ‘Safe to Talk to’ list.” 

“Well, you’d save some money on your taxes, too,” Erica’s mother said. She’s a CPA and a business consultant, so I paid attention when she said things like that. “If you actually got married, that is.”

“It would make it less awkward to introduce you to people on emergencies in the middle of the night,” Erica said. “I mean, husband does sound more professional than boyfriend.”

“I just can’t imagine you in a wedding dress,” I joked to Erica. I think her entire dress collection consisted of two dresses, both of which I had yet to see her wear.

“Oh, I wouldn’t wear a dress,” Erica said. “It would have to be a costume wedding or something.”

And thus, the plan was hatched. That conversation started a ball rolling that resulted in the most memorable wedding of all time. We decided that in addition to us being in costume, everyone at the wedding would have to be in costume. Sticking to her non-traditionalist values, Erica also decided that she wasn’t walking down the aisle. Instead, the wedding would be under a giant live oak tree in our back yard, and she would rappel out of the tree down to the altar. I was totally down with that. 

We decided to keep it small, and low budget. Erica chose the character of Lara Croft, Tomb Raider. She went all out with combat boots, pistols, boot knife, and of course, the appropriate black shorts and halter top. Her entrance song was to be The Imperial March, from Star Wars.  

I decided to be King Arthur from Monty Python and the Search for the Holy Grail, and my entrance music was the Vienna Philharmonic’s rendition of Fanfare. Being committed to authenticity, I got real chain mail, a sword, and a crown. With the help of a friend with a sewing machine, we made a tunic with the mustached-sun face on it. 

Erica’s best friend Mish was her maid of honor, and she made a banana spider costume. It was perfect, as she also wanted to rappel out of the tree. Kristen flew out from California and was my “best man.” She dressed as a Jedi Knight, complete with cloak and light saber. 

The audience was the most bizarre mix of costumes ever assembled. So many people really embraced the idea of dressing up and came with amazing costumes. There was Pharaoh and Cleopatra, Little Bo Peep, people from Star Wars and Star Trek, superheroes, pirates, wenches, Bonnie and Clyde, Indiana Jones, Curious George and the Man in the Yellow Hat, and the list goes on. 

Erica’s uncle Bill performed the ceremony, in the character of Gandalf. He was a bit resistant to the bizarre concept of our ceremony at first, but by the time he took his place in front of the crowd, he understood that while we were having fun with the wedding, we were taking our relationship very seriously. He ended up embracing his role more than anyone else in the wedding party.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he cried out, raising his arms. His gray robe and tall, pointed hat complemented his tall stature, and presented an impressive and believable wizard. “I bring you greetings from all the hobbits of the Shire! I bring you tidings from the elves, and from the House of Elrond himself!”

The crowd hushed. Erica and Mish were already in the tree, thirty feet above Gandalf, with the ropes pulled up and coiled beside them on the branches. I was in the barn aisle with Kristen, waiting and watching.

“Before I continue,” Gandalf said, “I will step aside for a moment for a few remarks from Batman.”

Batman strode to the front of the audience, pulled out a piece of paper, and cleared his throat.

“I would like to share with you a few words that were spoken at another wedding, from another time,” he said. “This excerpt is from the movie, The Princess Bride.”

He cleared his throat again, as a few giggling people in the audience guessed what he was about to say.

“Mawwaige. Mawwaige is what bwings us togeveh today. Mawwaige, that bwessed awaingement, that dweam wiffin a dweam. And wuv, twu wuv, will fowwow you forevah, so tweashu your wuv.”

He folded the paper and strode back to his seat. The people who were familiar with the movie laughed hysterically and applauded, while the other half who had not seen the movie (to include my mother) sat in a sort of stunned silence. That was even funnier than the presentation itself. Uncle Bill resumed his position.

I couldn’t hear everything he said, as Kristen and I were laughing about the variety of reactions in the crowd. I started paying attention again just in time to hear my cue.

“And so, I call forth King Arthur!” Gandalf raised his arms, and the trumpets belted out the opening notes of Fanfare. In that moment, I was very glad I had all the sound equipment from the band, as the huge speakers were perfect for this event.

I looked at Kristen, who was sweating profusely in her Jedi costume. Even though it was late October, it was still hot and humid. “Are you ready?”

She nodded and held up the halved coconut shells. I began my entrance, pretending to ride a horse, with my head held high and proud. Kristen followed behind me, clapping the coconut shells together. It made a very realistic hoof clopping sound. As we made our way sedately to the front, I noticed again a division in the crowd: those that knew what I was doing, and those that didn’t. I struggled to keep a straight face.

“Welcome, King Arthur!” Gandalf made a slight bow as the audience clapped. “Welcome!”

I wish I could tell you what he said after that, but to be totally honest, I don’t really know. I realized that I was getting married, and that I was marrying Erica Lacher, the most impressive and awesome person I have ever met. I got so excited and emotionally overwhelmed with that thought that I almost started crying. I came back to the moment as Gandalf stepped aside and gestured above him.

“Is there a woman, a tree nymph, in all of this land who could be the wife of this great man?” he asked. That wasn’t how we had it scripted, but Uncle Bill was on a roll by this point.

A coiled rope dropped out of the tree canopy and hit the ground with a thump. At the same time, the Imperial March began to pour out of the speakers, which added a ton of dramatic effect to the moment. Mish, in the form of a giant banana spider complete with pool noodle legs, came down the rope. Her back was to the audience, and she stopped halfway down and began twitching her leg in an effort to turn around. The crowd laughed appreciatively, and she finally made it the rest of the way down. She quickly removed her harness, as a second rope dropped to the ground.

Erica rappelled out of the tree like a total badass. She came down fast, with one leg kicked out in front of her, and an arm stuck out behind her. She was bristling with pistols and knives and hardware. I let out a whooping cheer. Apparently, that was all everyone else was waiting for, because a second later, the crowd let out a deafening roar of approval. She landed perfectly, and Mish helped her out of the harness, like they had practiced. A moment later she joined me.

If the part before that was a blur for me, everything after that was a complete flash. I looked at her, and she looked at me, and Gandalf said a bunch of things. She read me the vows she wrote, and I read her the vows I wrote. I got choked up in the middle of mine, but it worked out okay. I do remember the moment when she looked up from her paper and locked eyes with me.

“I choose you,” she said. 

I cried, but only for a second. At some point it was over, and we got to kiss. Finally, we turned to face the crowd as the theme song from 2001: A Space Odyssey played. They screamed and cheered and cried and threw popcorn at us as we walked slowly to the back. I felt like I was in a dream. My heart was pounding, my cheeks were flushed, and I had a hard time focusing on any one thing. It was a strange feeling, but the good kind of strange.

So, that’s the condensed version of how I became the husband of a horse doctor, and began a new life filled with adventure and excitement. For example, I’ve gone to the office to pick up some paperwork, and ended up assisting in a surgery on a horse. I’ve gone to get the bank deposit and ended up helping to hold a baby zebra still so it could get vaccinated. I’ve been woken up in the middle of the night to help Erica sew up a horse that ripped his leg open. I don’t know about you, but that kind of stuff never used to happen to me!
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Chapter 2


Honey’s New Year’s Eve Bash


[image: image]


IT’S ALMOST LIKE HORSES know when it’s a holiday, and that’s when they seem to injure themselves in spectacular fashion. I don’t know if this is a malicious thing, like they want to screw up the holiday for their owner, or if it’s a self-preservation thing, like they know someone will be home to rescue them. It’s hard to say. If I were a horse, it would probably be some of both, but that’s just me.

On New Year’s Eve, we got a call from a woman named Lisa who was crying, and seemed to be pretty sure that one of her horses was about to die. Erica had a hard time understanding her, but we at least knew who it was and where they were, and that something was wrong with the horse’s leg. We left the house immediately and arrived about 4 pm at a small farm out in the woods near Trenton, Florida.

“I think she said it was one of the horses at her brother-in-law’s house,” Erica said as we pulled into the driveway. “It was hard to make out what she was saying. She keeps two of her horses here, and the rest at her house down the road, so if there isn’t anyone here, we’ll run on over there.”

The house was a brown doublewide trailer, with a large covered porch built on to the back side, away from the road. It was covered by a stunning massive live oak tree, and there were several more live oaks of impressive size behind the house. As we passed the house, I saw a workshop and a few small storage buildings, but no barn. 

“I’m assuming the horses live in a field?” I ventured. “I don’t see a barn.”

“Yeah, keep going around these trucks, and we should see someone,” she said. “It looks like there’re a lot of people here anyway, so we should find out something in a second.”

There were about ten cars and trucks in the driveway, and once I passed them, I could see some kids staged along what I guessed was the route we had to drive to get to the horse. The first one was waving at us, confirming that we were in the right place. I rolled down the window as we approached her.

“Howdy,” I said. “Is this where the sick horse is?”

“Hi,” the girl replied. She looked to be about ten, and was hopping back and forth from one foot to the other. “Honey’s hurt, not sick. Drive over there, and my sister will open the gate for you and show you where she is.”

She turned around and took off running, and I drove toward the girl at the gate, which led into a semi-wooded pasture. She opened it as we got close, shooing away a couple of goats. I guessed that she was about twelve. She was wearing
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