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If you’re reading this, there’s a good chance you’ve read the first two books in this series. And if you’ve read the first two books in the series, there’s a good chance you’ve been waiting a while for Book 3 to arrive. If that’s the case, I apologize for the long delay.

As you probably know by now, I’m a big proponent of self-discovery and personal growth. One of the reasons this book took so long to happen is I wrote another book called The Righteous Rage of a Ten-Year-Old Boy. It’s all about my journey through therapy as I looked back at the abuses and traumas I experienced as a child, and how those events shaped my understanding of who I am. I had to write that book, because I discovered that nearly everything I believed about myself was wrong, and my therapist helped me reframe my perspective on myself, both my child self and my current self. That profound shift in mindset changed everything about my life, and I needed to share that with others. So, if you (or someone you love) struggle with insecurities and self-confidence, you might find it worthwhile to read. Don’t worry; the topic is heavy, but the book is very positive. It’s still me writing, after all!

If you’re new to this book series, I’ll catch you up quick. My name is Justin B. Long, and I’m married to Dr. Erica Lacher, who is now probably one of the most famous equine veterinarians in the world. Part of that is due to these books, part to our vet clinic’s YouTube channel, and part is due to our podcast, Straight from the Horse Doctor’s Mouth. At this writing, we’re on our sixth season, and the show has become way bigger than we ever could have anticipated. We have thousands of listeners in the U.S., but I never dreamed we’d also be popular in Canada, Australia, and across Europe and Africa. 

I met Dr. Lacher in June of 2014. We were both 38, which seemed much older then than it does now. I wasn’t a horse person, although I lived on a huge cattle ranch in Wyoming when I was in high school, so I thought I knew some stuff about horses. I quickly realized how wrong I was about that! We married in October of 2015, in a spectacular costume wedding. Erica was Lara Croft, Tomb Raider, and rappelled out of a huge live oak tree in our back yard to the makeshift altar. Her best friend and maid of honor was a banana spider, and also rappelled out of the tree. I was King Arthur from Monty Python’s Search for the Holy Grail, and my best friend Kristen was my best man. She dressed as a Jedi knight, and clapped the coconut shells for me as I trotted down the aisle on my invisible horse. As you might imagine, it was a lot of fun! 

Erica had her own vet practice, Springhill Equine Veterinary Clinic, which she bought back in 2008. When I came on board in 2015, it was a two-doctor practice with a total staff of five people. While I had a variety of skills that applied to managing a business, I had an immense amount of stuff to learn. Somehow, I’ve managed to avoid bankrupting us, and we’ve grown to a four-doctor practice with a staff of twelve over the last seven years. While I’ve done a decent job of growing into my role, I’m still amazed that Erica ever trusted me to run her business, especially considering my knowledge base in 2015 compared to now. I guess she has a good eye for undeveloped potential, and a much higher risk tolerance than I have, as I would never be able to trust someone [me] with our business the way she did!

Erica is one in a million, and I don’t just say that because I’m her adoring husband. Most people who have an interaction with her end up feeling the same way. Vet students who mentor under her, staff, clients, podcast listeners, YouTube viewers, other veterinarians, you name it. We all agree that she is the rock star that we aspire to emulate. She has unshakeable confidence, charisma, grace under pressure, and teaches everyone around her in a way that makes them feel like they’re on equal ground with her. It’s rare to find someone who is so confident and accomplished, yet maintains a healthy level of humility, and us humans are drawn to that. People tell me all the time how lucky I am to be married to such an amazing woman, and I wholeheartedly agree! I’m the luckiest man in the world.

I’ve talked to a lot of people about horses and books since I started writing this series. There are some recurring themes among the experiences that readers have that I didn’t expect, but I’ve come to understand a bit better. The most prevailing of these that people tell me about is a horse they had thirty or forty years ago, and the feelings they have for that horse are just as strong today as they were back then. I think this phenomenon is what makes horse people unique. We’ve all had dogs and cats that we loved dearly, and even other humans, but no connection on earth seems to match that of a person and the horse they bond with. That’s something I’ve never experienced, and I’m guessing most people outside the horse world never will. 

That’s what this book series is about. Having horses is an unbelievable emotional, financial, psychological, and spiritual rollercoaster. Horses will test your capacity for stress and compassion, they’ll find obscure ways to severely injure themselves, and they’ll make you question your sanity. But they also teach you who you are, and help you become a better version of yourself. They show you how much you can grow, and how much you can love. And they force you to keep your feet on the ground. In the mud. And the poop. And when you have that perfect ride, in whatever way that is for you, it’s a high like no other. You can’t get that package anywhere else.

This is the third book in this series. It might be a little different from the first two books, because in the world of equine emergency medicine, there are only so many things that happen. The vast majority of the emergencies we see after hours are eye ulcers, lacerations, and colics. I didn’t want this book to be repetitive, so I decided to broaden the horizon a bit. While there will still be lots of crazy emergencies in here, we’ll also experience some of the other adventures I’m having in this wild lifestyle, and with some of the other doctors in our practice. So, enough intro stuff. Let’s start this thing!
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Hey Mom, Watch Me Jump!

Now and then I get tasked with picking up a horse and taking it somewhere. Sometimes I haul a horse from our clinic to a referral hospital for surgery or an MRI. Other times I pick it up wherever it lives and bring it to the clinic. We’d purchased a brand-new truck recently, so I jumped on any excuse to drive it. You know how it is when you get a new toy.

I had just finished unhooking the horse trailer one morning and was about to pull out of the gate on my weekly feed store run when a text came through on my phone. 

Are you able to pick up a mare and foal in Lake City and bring them to the clinic today?

It was Dr. Russel, one of our veterinarians at Springhill. They never asked me to haul a horse unless it was really important, and there was no other way to get it done, so I knew it needed to happen. Lake City was an hour away, and a round trip was definitely going to put a hole in my day, but I sent a quick reply and backed around to reconnect the horse trailer. 

I’ve been pulling trailers a long time, and I know better than to assume that our rig will fit in someone’s yard just because they have a horse. We’ve got more than a few clients that have driveways that could never accommodate a four-horse trailer, and some that couldn’t even handle a two-horse. You might be able to pull in, but there’s no place to turn around, and backing out onto a road can be a terrifying proposition, even with good backing skills. So, I always take a look at the address on Google Maps if I haven’t been there before. I like being prepared.

Dr. Russel sent me the address, and I ran upstairs and looked it up on the computer. The house was off the road in a field, with tons of room to turn around. Perfect! We have a smaller horse trailer that I use when the big one won’t fit, but I much prefer the big one. It’s a smoother ride for the horse, it has its own brakes, so it stops better than the small one, and as a gooseneck it just pulls better. Since I would be hauling a foal, all that stuff was doubly important.

With the big trailer hooked back up, I started down the driveway once more. I’m a creature of habit and routine, and I’ve been accused of being OCD, so adapting to this lifestyle was a challenge for me in the beginning. Over time, though, I’d learned to embrace the unpredictable direction changes that wrecked my plans for the day, as they were usually way more exciting than what I’d had planned. This particular mission didn’t seem like it would be very thrilling, but it didn’t stay mundane for long.

Upon arriving in Lake City, I realized my first mistake, which I’d made an hour before. While I looked at the house and yard on the map, I didn’t pay much attention to the roads leading into it. I knew about where I was supposed to be, but not exactly. This was a problem, because the GPS was telling me one thing, and the street sign in front of me said something else. I tend to trust the street signs in these situations. That was mistake number two, but I stand by my logic. The street signs had never been wrong for me before, while the GPS had been wrong plenty of times. Well, there’s a first time for everything, right?

I was sitting at the stop sign at a T-intersection. Technically it was a cross, not a T, but the road directly across from me was clearly a private drive rather than a road. It was very skinny, gravel, and the street sign said Clark Ave. I was looking for Willow Drive. The GPS was telling me to go straight and I would be at my destination, but I was afraid to trust it. There were blooming crepe myrtles overhanging the narrow single-lane track, obscuring my view past the house on the corner, and the area I could see left me no place to turn around. 

There was another road just up from Clark, too far away to read the sign, but close enough that it might be throwing off the GPS. I decided that must be it, so I turned left. I stayed on the left side of the road so I could make the next turn to the right, but I knew right away that this wasn’t my destination. The street sign said it wasn’t, and the small trailer park behind it backed  up that conclusion. I decided to pull in anyway, since it looked like the road looped around the back of the park. I needed a place to stop and regroup, and this was as good as any spot I was likely to find. 

It turned out that the road did not loop around. I ended up backing the trailer into someone’s back yard, praying that it didn’t fall through the lid of a septic tank. That happened to me once back when I delivered propane, and one time in a septic tank is enough for one lifetime, I promise. A low-hanging power line forced me to maneuver back and forth a few times to scoot the back of the trailer over while dodging a swing set, but I managed to get turned around without catastrophe, and without getting shot at, which is not always a guarantee in rural Florida. 

I parked at the stop sign and pulled the map up on my phone. It showed Willow being the next road down from me, directly across from the intersection. I followed it back on the map, and sure enough, the house I recognized from earlier was in the back. That meant I really, really should have gone straight across when I had the opportunity. Now I was going to have to make a very tight turn onto a very narrow drive with a deep ditch on all sides. I could feel the tension growing in my shoulders.

It's hard to say this without sounding like I’m bragging, but I’m really good at pulling a trailer. I always have been. If I could have picked the thing I have a natural knack for, I probably would have picked something else, like playing the guitar, but trailering forward and backward is what I got. It’s useful, don’t get me wrong, and on days like today, it was exceptionally useful, and I was grateful for it. But even with my confidence in my skills, I was nervous. This was a bad situation. 

The main road was too narrow for me to swing wide, and the ditches on both sides were deep. The road I needed to turn on was very narrow, with a narrow culvert. There was no room for the trailer to swing. To make matters worse, the street sign with the wrong name on it was near the pavement, making it even narrower. There were also a few trashcans sitting there, which I could see from the next road down. The main road wasn’t terribly busy, but there was a car every few seconds, which complicated things.

In retrospect, I should have taken the five-mile backtrack to get back to that intersection on the opposite side where I started again, so I could just pull straight across. Deciding against that plan was a mistake I would lament about a hundred times over the next ten minutes, but I decided to try to make the impossible turn. Why? I didn’t want to spend the extra time doing the right thing. I rushed it. I acted on impulse instead of doing the logical thing. Every once in a while, I have to re-learn my lesson on this. Never cut corners (pun fully intended)!

When it was clear, I pulled out onto the highway and turned to the left. I dropped the passenger tires off the pavement, trying to get the trailer as far over to the right as physically possible. I purposefully went past the turn a bit, then backed up with the wheel cranked to the right, jackknifing the trailer. A car pulled up behind me and stopped. He could see what I was doing, so I ignored him and focused on making the turn. 

Again, I was in a hurry, so I didn’t stop to move the trashcans. Instead, I let the bumper push them over, praying that they weren’t full, and that they wouldn’t end up tipping over into the ditch. They were on the right, so I lost sight of them quickly as I crept forward. Once the truck was across the culvert, I angled to the right a bit more. However, when I looked in the left mirror a second later, I knew this wasn’t going to work. The trailer was still at a forty-five-degree angle, stretched across both lanes, and if I went forward another five feet, I was going to hit the street sign with the side of the trailer. There was just no way to get down this road from the north side.

I was already beating myself up, letting the stress creep in. I put the truck in reverse, knowing that backing out was going to be really dangerous. I had a pretty good chance of either putting the trailer in the ditch on the far side of the road, or dropping the front right wheel of the truck into the ditch. What I didn’t expect, as I started creeping back, was for the car behind me to whip around the trailer, passing me half in the ditch. I slammed on the brakes, my heart pounding. I couldn’t see to my right due to the crepe myrtle, so I just had to hope that no one in that direction was going to try the same move. I started rolling back again.

Because I had done a two-point turn to get into the road, getting out was even harder than it normally would have been. I had almost zero swing room to maneuver the truck, so I had to pull up and to the left a couple of times to get enough room to get the truck back onto the pavement without falling off the culvert on the right side. This was the part that made me grateful for understanding the geometry and physics involved in micro-positioning the vehicle to get the desired result. Traffic was piling up, but I was able to ignore the pressure and get myself safely extracted from the driveway. 

My new problem was that I was back on the main road in an unfamiliar area, heading away from my destination. I needed to find a place to pull over and make a new plan. The GPS in the truck showed a subdivision approaching, and the road was a loop. That would work. I carefully turned off the road, pulled around the neighborhood, and stopped in front of an empty lot. I took a series of deep breaths to calm down and drank some water before consulting the map again.

It took me ten minutes of driving backroads to get back to the intersection where I started out, facing the right direction. I couldn’t help but think about the fact that had I taken the time to go around and reset to begin with, I probably would have already made it to my destination, loaded the horses, and been back on the road. 

When there was a break in traffic, I eased across the intersection, noting the two trashcans in the ditch. At least there wasn’t any trash spilled out; they appeared to be empty. I pushed through the crepe myrtles, making a mental note to stop and rescue the trash cans on my way out, and emerged in a pasture. The dirt road continued down the side of it, and eventually turned to the right, pointing me to the house. 

As I drew near, a woman came around the side and waved me to the back. A small, recently-built barn, which was really just two stalls with a roof and a tack room, stood near the trees, and I pulled around in a circle until the side ramp was lined up with the stall door. It was a really neat setup, both visually pleasing and well-designed for the purpose of keeping horses happy. While the stalls were open slats with great airflow in all directions, the tack room was painted a nice teal and decorated with old-fashioned gas station signs and rusting saw blades. 

The only information I had gotten from Dr. Russel was an address, a phone number, and the single sentence asking me to pick up a mare and a foal. I hadn’t even considered why they might be headed to the clinic, other than to assume that the foal wasn’t feeling well or something to that effect. 

“Hi, how’s it going?” I called out as I ducked under the gooseneck and began to drop the ramp. “I’m Justin, from Springhill Equine.”

“Hi, I’m Debbie.” She stepped over and shook my hand as I finished opening the trailer. A trim blonde in her early thirties, she looked like she would be more at home in a bank or an office than a barn, but I guess horse people don’t always look like horse people. “Thanks for coming to get them. We bought a trailer last weekend, but it hasn’t been delivered yet.”

“That’s bad timing,” I laughed, following her over to the stall door where a bay Thoroughbred mare stood with a chestnut foal. “What’s going on with your crew?”

Debbie was clearly under the impression that I knew all about her situation as she opened the stall door. “Storm’s hematoma split open this morning, and I’m scared to death of doing something wrong that’ll end up with him dying.”

I don’t know if it was the unexpectedness of what was waiting for me that caused my outburst, or the fact that I was already stressed out from trying to get there. The stall door rolled back to reveal a young foal, maybe eight weeks old, with a white blaze and white stockings on both front legs. To my shock and horror, the skin on his chest was wide open. I don’t mean there was a slice across it, I mean there was a gaping hole in the shape of a triangle that was literally the size of his entire chest. I could see all the muscles in his shoulders, and inside his chest cavity, all moving as he moved, wet tissue glinting back sparkles of light. I was completely incapable of stopping the words from falling out of my mouth.

“Oh My God! Holy... Wow! I wasn’t ready for that. Is he, is that, oh, oh...” At last, the sputtering trailed off, and I realized how wildly unprofessional that had been. “I’m sorry, that was completely uncalled for. I didn’t know what I was coming to get, obviously.” I chuckled nervously, trying to hide my embarrassment.

“Oh, I said a lot worse than that when I saw it this morning,” Debbie said. “Dr. Russel said it’s not near as bad as it looks, but it looks pretty bad to me. She told me last week this would probably happen, but I didn’t realize it would be so dramatic.”

I couldn’t help but agree. It looked really bad to me, but I’ve seen enough to know that you can’t judge the severity of something by the shock factor. If Dr. Russel wasn’t panicking about it, then I shouldn’t either. Still, it looked like his insides could just come spilling out the front, and I had to fight off the images in my head of opening the trailer door at the clinic to find his intestines all over the floor. 

“You did a number on yourself, kid,” I said, scratching his nose. “What did you do?”

“He tried to jump a fence post about ten days ago and didn’t make it.” Debbie pointed to the brand-new no-climb fence around the paddock. “We’ve only had the horses a few weeks. I haven’t had a horse since I was a teenager, but now that we got a place out in the country, I’ve been wanting to raise a foal. I was out here when he did it, because I’d just finished brushing him off and picking up his feet to get him used to it. He ran across there, bucked a few times, then jumped up and landed on the fence post. It didn’t break the skin or anything, but it swelled up like a balloon. Dr. Russel’s been out here a couple of times, and she told me this morning I could treat him at home, but I’m too afraid. He looks like he ought to be dead any second, and I couldn’t live with myself if something happened. I’m glad you can take him to your hospital.”

I had recovered my senses by this point. “Well, I don’t blame you a bit on that. Let’s get a halter on mom. I’ll put her in the trailer, and Storm ought to follow her right in there. You might have to steer him a bit. What’s mom’s name?”

“Sky.”

I smiled. Themed names always tickle me. “Alright, Sky. Let’s get you on the trailer.” I led her out the door and to the base of the ramp, and paused while Debbie and Storm caught up. “I’m going to put her in the front stall, and we’ll let Storm run loose in there. Babies travel a lot better when they can get to mom, and the chest bars in here are too high to do much with them, anyway. He may have a problem with the ramp, so be ready in case he freaks out.”

She nodded. “Okay, I’m ready.”

Sky walked right up the ramp and backed into the front left stall. I patted her on the neck as I latched the chest bar, grateful that she had loaded easy. It doesn’t always go like that. She let out a whinny as I removed the lead rope and stepped back, and I just got out of the way as Storm leaped halfway up the ramp like a deer, then jumped inside with a second bound. He obviously didn’t like the ramp, but he knew he had to listen to his mom. I hustled out and closed it up before he could change his mind.

The ride back to the clinic was slow and uneventful. Hauling foals requires a lot of concentration, as you have to be very gentle with slowing down and turning. Storm had been on a trailer once before, so he had a head start on getting his sea legs, but I didn’t want to risk injuring him in any way, so we took it nice and easy. Dr. Russel had been pretty confident in his condition, so I didn’t really expect to see anything bad when I opened the trailer door at the clinic, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Special delivery!” I popped my head in the door at the clinic. “I might need some help steering the foal, if anyone wants to corral a baby with a gaping chest wound.”

“Ooh, I wanna see!” Cassie jumped up from the computer. “Is this the one with the giant hematoma?”

“That’s the one,” Dr. Russel said with a laugh. “We went to see it this morning after it opened up, and Debbie talked us into bringing it here. To be fair, it’s a lot to deal with in your first month of horse ownership.”

“First month? And she’s raising a foal?” Cassie’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow, talk about jumping into the deep end of the pool!”

“Go big or go home,” I said. “The foal is just testing her commitment, helping her make sure this is what she wants to do.”

“Right,” Dr. Russel said. “But it’s too late to change her mind now, she’s committed!”

Everyone in the clinic came out to help unload and see Storm. Sarah had already bedded a stall for them, complete with hay net and water buckets, so all we had to do was get them in it. The trailer ramp was only twenty feet from the barn door, so we didn’t have far to go.

“The baby is standing loose,” I said as I unfastened the ramp. “I doubt that he’ll come flying out, but you never know.”

“We got him,” Desi said. “After what, four babies born at the clinic this spring already, I think we qualify as professional foal wranglers.”

The other techs laughed in agreement. When we have a mare at the clinic to foal out, they spend a lot of the day out in a paddock, and the nights inside a stall. Moving new foals back and forth every day will build your wrangling skills in a hurry. Unlike grown horses, who have been trained to follow you when you put a lead rope on them, foals can’t be led. Or pushed. Or steered. Or coaxed. They will generally follow their mom, more or less, but they get distracted a lot, and it’s rather like trying to steer a two-hundred-pound pinball except that they don’t follow any laws of geometry or logic. It’s something of a sport around here in the spring.

I lowered the ramp to a chorus of assorted sounds of excitement and shock. I knew what they were experiencing, at least the ones who hadn’t seen him yet. The cuteness of a foal, with his disproportionately long legs and bright eyes, combined with the visceral experience of seeing his entire chest cavity wide open, brought forth a lot of conflicting emotions. When you’re being simultaneously assaulted with cuteness aggression, sympathy, shock, horror, curiosity, sadness, and the overwhelming urge to hug him, it’s hard to function for a minute. Fortunately, Dr. Russel and Desi had already been through this experience at the farm and were able to take charge while the others were processing.

“I’ve got the mare,” Desi said, grabbing the lead rope and leaning across Storm to clip it to Sky’s halter. “Look out, kid. When I drop this chest bar, your mom might run over you.”

Desi pushed Storm to the side with her hip and led his mom down the ramp. The rest of the team formed a lane from the ramp to the stall. Storm stood at the top of the ramp for a moment, watching his mom walk away. He let out a cute high-pitched whinny and reared up, distraught that she was leaving him behind. I stepped up on the ramp with the intention of getting behind him in the trailer, but before I could take a second step, he left the same way he went in: in the air. He landed at the bottom of the ramp in the awkward way that foals have, and raced to catch up to his mom, whinnying and shaking his head. The whole team cheered for him.

Sky and Storm stayed with us for several weeks. The split skin sloughed off after a few days, so he had to grow all new skin on his chest. It took a long time for it to grow in and cover everything, but it finally got there. The daily cleanings and wound care got Storm very accustomed to the halter and lead rope, along with the daily trek to the paddock and back. By the time he went home, he knew all the moves, and probably felt like a grown-up horse. The hospital life isn’t the cheapest way to teach a foal to lead and stand, but it’s very effective! 
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Chapter 2

Bad Mom, Good Baby
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I was at the clinic doing some paperwork in the back office when Dr. Lambert, another one of our veterinarians, stuck her head through the door.

“Are you able to help us out for a few minutes?”

“Of course!” I put a paperclip on the page I was on and set the pile aside. “What’s going on?”

She glanced behind her to make sure the client hadn’t come inside. “We’ve got to run plasma on a foal, and the mare is extremely aggressive. She tried to kick me twice at their farm this morning when we did the new foal exam.”

My enthusiasm waned a bit at that news. “Sounds great.”

“Yeah. She’s in the front slot on their trailer, so I was thinking she can just stay there and we’ll run plasma on the foal on the trailer instead of bringing them in a stall. We just need a third set of hands to manage the foal.”

I followed her outside. The trailer was an old three-horse slant load with equal amounts of rust and faded white paint. I could hear the mare pawing the floor as soon as we stepped out the door.

“The owner is going to try to keep the mare distracted by feeding her bits of alfalfa while we do this,” Dr. Lambert said. Her strawberry blond ponytail bobbed as she speed-walked across the grass. “We’ve got to get a catheter in the foal, so I’ll sedate her, place the catheter, and then we’ll get the plasma running. It should take about a half hour.”

When we rounded the back of the trailer, the mare snorted a few times, looking at us over the top of the divider with a wild eye as she danced around in the slot. A small woman with short, dark hair was standing on the running board, shoving a handful of alfalfa through the open slats on the side of the trailer, but the mare was ignoring her. Cassie stood inside the back end, holding the foal. It was cute as it could be, a dark bay filly with three white stockings and a big blaze on her face. Unlike its mother, the foal was displaying little enthusiasm. She stood there quietly, head drooping. Since it needed plasma, I wasn’t surprised at the lethargy. Plasma for a brand-new foal meant it didn’t get enough milk on the first day.

Cassie restrained the foal, which is a little different than restraining a grown horse. She slid one arm under the chin and up the other side of its head and grabbed the ear. With her free hand, she grabbed the tail and held it straight up. This kept the foal relatively in place while holding the head up and steady so the vet could get a needle in the jugular. 

The foal tried to wiggle at first, but Cassie was ready for it. She used her elbow to raise the filly’s chin, and Dr. Lambert quickly found the vein and gave the sedative. I took the empty needle from her, and we waited a minute for the drugs to kick in.

“You just want me to lay her down right here in the trailer, right?” Cassie asked.

Dr. Lambert nodded. “Yeah, that way the mare can see her. Hopefully that will keep her happy.”

Cassie maintained a loose hold on the foal as it began weaving. Her head dropped, chin resting on Cassie’s arm, and after a few minutes of fighting it, her legs buckled. Cassie carefully lowered her to the floor, and Dr. Lambert helped her get the foal on its side. I grabbed the clippers from the tray outside and passed them to Cassie, then set about getting the rest of the supplies ready to hand to them as needed.

Once Cassie had clipped a square on the filly’s neck, I swapped the clippers for the scrub tub so she could clean the area. Catheter infection is just as big of a risk for horses as it is for people, and even though this catheter wasn’t going to be in very long, we still wanted to sterilize the area as much as possible. Cassie alternated between gauze soaked in chlorhexidine scrub and gauze soaked with alcohol, cleaning and rinsing, back and forth. 

While that was happening, Dr. Lambert was donning sterile gloves. It’s an interesting process to watch. The outside of the gloves are sterile, so that means you can’t touch them with your bare hands. The cuff is folded over so that you can grab that part and work your hand in, but it’s a snug fit, and difficult to do without touching the rest of the glove. Putting the second glove on has the opposite challenge, as you can’t touch the inside of it with your sterile glove. The next time you put on a pair of rubber gloves, try to do it as if they were sterile, just for fun!

When they were ready, I handed Dr. Lambert the catheter. Cassie sat down and put the foal’s head in her lap to get it above the heart, which would make the IV run faster, and draped a small towel over her eyes. Dr. Lambert uncased the catheter and began palpating the neck, trying to locate the vein. Normally when you clamp down on the general area, the jugular pops up and is easy to find. Since the foal hadn’t been nursing appropriately, it was dehydrated, and the vein was almost non-existent. 

We were all intently focused on watching Dr. Lambert as she inserted the catheter and gently probed around, trying to find the sweet spot, when the mare kicked the side of the trailer and let out a deafening whinny. I nearly jumped out of my skin. Dr. Lambert never even twitched, keeping the long needle steady. Had I been the one trying to get the catheter in, I probably would have jammed it all the way through her neck in that moment. Fortunately for everyone, I was just holding the supplies tray. 

“Hush, now, eat your hay,” the owner said, trying to get the mare’s focus back. The trailer was rocking with her as she shifted side to side, but it only lasted for a minute. She tossed her head one more time, then went back to eating the hay. I could see the whites of her eye all the way around though, and I knew it was probably a temporary peace.

Dr. Lambert pulled the catheter back out and tried a different spot. I’ve watched Erica put a thousand catheters in, so I knew there would be a flash of blood up the clear portion in the center when she hit the vein. I also knew that it’s really hard to hit the vein on donkeys, minis, and dehydrated foals. I wanted to say something encouraging to Dr. Lambert, but I couldn’t think of anything that would do something other than draw attention to the fact that she was struggling.

After a few minutes, she leaned back. “Let’s flip her over and try the other side. I don’t want to turn her into a pin cushion.”

I leaned past her and grabbed the back legs, and Cassie and I carefully rolled her over. “You used up all your good luck on the sedation,” I said, straightening the towel underneath the filly. “This is the price for making that look so easy!”

“Yeah, I guess so. I gave that on this side, so maybe it’ll be easier.”

I handed Cassie the clippers, and she quickly clipped and scrubbed another square. I cleaned up all the dirty gauze as she tossed it out, and soon we were ready to try again. 

“Let’s get a new catheter,” Dr. Lambert said, handing me the old one. “This one’s been out too long.”

I grabbed a new one out of the tray and passed it to her. Just as it touched her hand, the mare kicked the back wall again, and we both jumped. We laughed, which helped ease some of the tension from the stressful process. Once the mare calmed down, she started the process again. 

Five more minutes went by as she probed for the vein. I was about to ask if there was a Plan B when she finally hit it. The vein was deep in the neck, and Dr. Lambert was exceedingly cautious as she eased the needle out and slid the catheter in all the way. When she was satisfied that it was in properly, I passed her the drip set tubing. Once she connected it, I spiked the bag of plasma on the other end and opened the valve.

“Ready?” I asked.

She nodded, and I rolled the thumb wheel. The dark yellow plasma filled the clear tubing, racing down to disappear into the
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