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Delilah

The sun streamed into the indoor arena of the Happy Hearts Therapeutic Riding Center, falling on the butterflies and sunflowers painted in bright colors on the walls. Dust motes danced in the sunlight. The laughter of children filled the air along with the methodical thud of hooves and the gentle snorts from the horses. 

I sighed. I loved being here, volunteering with the children, and working with horses. I needed to get out of the emergency room in San Antonio. Being an emergency room nurse had been my dream, but now it sucked the life out of me. I dreaded going to work and I no longer felt the spike of adrenaline when helping patients. On my days off, I desired to be at a place where happiness and laughter were the norm, like here. 

A lock of hair fell forward into my eyes. I tucked it behind my ear, pulling my baseball cap down further on my head. I turned to the child, Tabitha, riding the pony I led. A smile adorned her face, splitting it from ear to ear. Her eyes sparkled with delight while the pony took small, slow steps forward. Two other volunteers walked alongside Tabitha with their hands on her rail-thin thighs. I caught their grins when Tabitha set a rubber ball in the matching bucket. One volunteer high-fived her while I steered the little chestnut pony onto the next obstacle. We followed the bay horse, Jasper, ahead of us, making our way around the little course. We walked over a bridge, dropped a small rubber hoop on a cone, and picked up a toy from one bucket to carry it to the next bucket. Some of the obstacles were more difficult than others for Tabitha, but she finished the course with a wide smile.

“You did wonderful today, Tabitha!” I said when we stopped next to her mother and a miniature wheelchair. I was proud of her as if she was my child. 

“I did everything by myself!” She crowed. Her pigtails bounced on her shoulders. The copper pony looked back at her. “And Penny was great.”

“Just like always.” I rubbed the little pony on the forehead.

Leah, lead instructor, owner, and organizer of the Happy Hearts Therapeutic Riding Center, walked to the center of the sand arena and raised her hands in the air. She cleared her voice before addressing the students, parents, and volunteers, all twenty-five people present. “Great lesson everyone! You probably don’t need to be reminded, but next week we are going to have our end of the session show, so make sure to bring a dish to pass and all your smiling faces.”

A cheer went up from the children.

“Also,” she continued, “as we discussed a couple of weeks ago, next week is the last week Happy Hearts will be in operation. You can bring lots of carrots and apples for your ponies. They will be joining our party, too.”

The cheers quieted as soon as the words left her lips, popping the happiness like a bubble, leaving only sadness and stillness behind. With subdued tones, we assisted the children off their ponies and horses and into their wheelchairs. Tabitha reached into the pocket attached to the side of her wheelchair, extracting a horse treat. She extended her little hand toward the pony’s soft nose. Penny nuzzled her hand, gently taking the treat. Her whiskers tickled Tabitha’s palm and she giggled. 

I patted the pony’s neck as bittersweet nostalgia filled my chest. The children enjoyed every moment spent with the horses and this was my escape from my reality. It reminded me of the good parts of my childhood and teen years, spending time riding with friends out in open spaces, laughing, and enjoying time in the sun. Now, I spend my days in the glass and concrete emergency room, listening to the beeping of monitors, and hurried calls of the orderlies. It was a long way from my country roots. 

I led the pony into her stall. I pulled off her saddle and bridle and brushed her. Leah slowly walked down the aisle after the children left, checking on all the horses and volunteers,  and making small talk with each person until she reached the stall I was in with Penny at the end of the barn.

“Tabitha is coming along nicely,” she said. She held out a peppermint to the pony. 

“She is.” I lifted one hoof to clean out the sand and pebbles. “It’s none of my business to ask, but why are you closing the stable.” I straightened to watch the expressions flit across her face, from sadness to a contained excitement.

“The army is transferring my husband out east in the next couple of months. I didn’t want to start another session just to end it early.” She fed Penny another peppermint. Her eyes were sad when they met mine. “I’ll miss the children.”

“I know you will.” I reached out my hand to rest it on her arm. “Isn’t it closer to your family?”

“Yes, I haven’t seen them in years, and no one is getting younger.”

I laughed at that. “None of us are.” I slipped the halter over Penny’s ears to release her. “What’s going to happen to this place?”

“I don’t know. If someone can take over the lease, the owners might let it keep operating. I have two months until I leave to figure it out.” Her eyes cut to me, with a gleam in them that I knew was never good. “How about you take it over?”

“Me?” I dropped the grooming bucket, scattering brushes everywhere.

“Yes, of course!” She clapped her hands with excitement, causing Penny to snort at her. “You’ve been around horses your whole life and you’re great with the kids.”

“But I have a full-time job at the hospital.”

“Think about it,” she shrugged before walking down the barn aisle.

“She’s crazy,” I rubbed Penny between the eyes as she nudged my pockets for treats.

#####
[image: ]


The monitors beeped in another room. People scurried around, calling to each other. I sat at the nurses’ station trying to fill out paperwork for the last patient I’d seen. I stared at the computer screen for what seemed like the hundredth time. 

“Hey, Delilah, are you almost done?” Chad, my supervisor, asked. “You’ve been at it for a while.”

“I can’t seem to focus today.”

“I’ve noticed.” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “Is everything O.K.?”

A moment or two passed before I could respond. How do I tell him how I feel? What would he say? “Yes, everything is fine.”

“You haven’t been yourself for the last couple of weeks.” He set his clipboard down and leaned against the counter. “You’re coming in later than normal, leaving at lunchtime, and just overall distracted. The doctors have been making comments to me on your mental health, especially Dr. Glanders.”

I sighed and tried not to roll my eyes. Of course, Dr. Greg Glanders would be worried about me. We dated for a bit, but I broke it off after a couple of weeks. He was a great guy, just boring. We parted as friends, at least on my side. I knew he wanted to be more than that. I missed the excitement and the zing that I had with my first and only love. Instead, I said, “I’ve had a lot on my mind.” 

What I wanted to tell him was that I had grown to resent my job, waking up in time for work was difficult, and all I wanted to do was go to bed when I got home. Not to mention, my mind wandered over to Happy Hearts Therapeutic Riding Center and thought about everything I could do there: the children I could help, horses to be cared for, the barn needed to be painted, the fences mended, and whatever else Leah needed. The stable was the bright spot in my week. 

“You’re getting burnt out,” he said softly, breaking into my thoughts. “You’ve been here for six years without a vacation. No one can work the hours you’ve been keeping...I want you to go home early, your shift is almost over anyway. And tomorrow I want you to come in and let me know how long you’re going to be gone on vacation and where you’re going.”

“Seriously?” My eyebrows raised in surprise.

“Kid, you need a break. Not to mention, you are a liability if you start messing things up with patients.” 

I cringed at his words. He was right.

“We can handle everything while you take a couple of weeks off. The ER will be fine if Delilah Allen takes a vacation. We’ll be here when you get back.” He clapped me on the back, grabbed his clipboard, and hurried off down the hall.

“What am I going to do with a vacation?” I said to myself as I grabbed my things.

On the way back to my apartment, I made a detour to the library which sat close to downtown San Antonio. I parked my car in the parking ramp and walked a couple of blocks to the library. It was a beautiful day for South Texas in August. It was hot but a stiff breeze made it comfortable to be outside. The library doors loomed ahead of me and slid open silently as I approached. The cold air inside caused goosebumps to race up my arms. I shivered, hugging my arms to my chest.

“May I help you, ma’am?” The woman at the desk asked.

“Um,” I glanced around. It was huge, much bigger than the library in my hometown of Sunnydale that was thirty miles away. There was even an elevator with a list of floors next to it. I turned back to her, a little overwhelmed. “I think I just need a computer.”

“Absolutely, I’ll need your driver’s license or another form of identification.” She handed me a sheet of paper covered in small print. “These are the instructions on how to log onto the internet.”

I exchanged my license for the paper as she tapped away on the keyboard before giving my license back and pointing me on my way. 

The computer lab was cool and quiet, filled with little clicks as people typed away on the keys. I weaved my way to computer number 32 and set my bag down. Following the instructions on the sheet of paper, I logged in and searched for any information on therapeutic riding centers in Texas. 

After a few hours, my eyes were sore, my back hurt, and the tips of my fingers were numb, but I held in my hand several sheets on how to become certified to run a therapeutic riding center. My body was physically tired from work and concentrating on the computer, yet my heart was excited with the new prospects on the horizon. Chad was right, I was feeling burnt out from my job as a nurse, which I had been doing since college. 

Sometimes, I needed to work to distract me from the memories that crept up on me at home. The love and family that I almost had but lost, the pain and the loneliness that filled every corner of my small apartment, and the longing for a child that I may never have. Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I folded the paper and placed it in my bag to head home. Maybe, just maybe, I could do something different. I’d still be helping people. I’d be making a difference in the lives of others. With a conviction I hadn’t felt in a long time, I decided on what I’d be telling Chad in the morning: that I needed a permanent break from the hospital. 
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Kade

The bull snorted underneath me, as he shifted his weight from side to side, swinging his horns at the gate. A jarring shot threw me as I tightened down my bull rope; luckily, a hand grabbed the back of my vest to keep me centered. Settling on the bull’s back, I took a moment. The crowd cheered. He snorted and pawed the ground. Sweat dripped from my brow. I nodded to open the gate. The latch clicked and the door flung open with a screech. The bull burst through the gate, leaving the ground behind us. One jump, two jump, and a spin. My muscles flexed and strained as I stayed at the center of his back. We were like a pair of dancers at a dance-off. I met him move for move. The dirt flew and the pounding of hooves filled my ears. I almost had him, only a few more seconds to go. In a surge of power, the bull jumped into the air, rolling his back like an alligator. My feet slipped back as my hand popped out of the rope. The earth quickly met me, filling my mouth with its sandy texture. A silence fell over the crowd.

A loud repetitive beeping startled me awake, taking the place of the rhythm of the pounding hooves. Something pinched the crook of my elbow and my back was stiff from laying on a hard mattress.  My eyelids cracked open a bit, and I rolled to my side to look around. Hard plastic chairs stood empty against the back wall. Next to me was a machine and an IV line, pumping a clear liquid into my veins. Slowly, I directed my gaze over to the other side. A bed with crisp white sheets stood unoccupied beside mine. A couple of stuffed chairs were sitting between the two beds. Someone unfolded themselves and approached me. 

“Well, look who is back in the land of the living.” A familiar deep voice rumbled. I knew only one person with that voice: my big brother, Kaleb. I groaned. I must have been in bad shape for him to leave the ranch. He never left the ranch.

“Where am I?” My throat was scratchy, and my lips cracked.

“East Texas Hospital,” he said. He pushed the chair he was napping in closer to my side. The scraping of wood on the tile worsened the ache at my temple. I closed my eyes again. How did I end up here? As much as I tried, I couldn’t remember. The pain blocked out everything that had happened. Was it earlier today, two days ago, or several weeks? A groan escaped me as I rolled over to my side. The IV pulled at my arm, the pounding grew in my head, and lightning bolts of pain shot around my chest.

“I see Mr. Kisment’s awake.” A nurse pulled a cart through the door, the wheels screeching in protest as light flooded the room from the hallway. “Now’s a good time for all your pain medications.” She adjusted some pillows behind me on the bed and injected several substances into the port of my IV. “There, you’ll feel better in no time.” She hurried out of the room.

“What happened to me?” I growled towards my brother, frustrated at the lack of answers. His deep laugh answered sarcastically from somewhere in the shadows.

“You pulled a bull no one rode in a long time,” He paused. “You got a little beat up on the dismount.”

“A little beat up? I feel like a train ran over me.”

“Nope, just at two-thousand-pound animal ground you into the dirt.” His voice was quieter than before.

“How long have I been here?” I pinched the bridge of my nose with my free hand. 

“Only two days.”

His words stunned me. I had been unconscious for two days! How bad were my injuries? “How many?”

“How many what?” He asked.

Was he trying to be dense? “Injuries,” I said

“The doc said you are lucky to be alive.”


“What does that mean?” I growled, quickly losing my patience


“A concussion, several broken ribs, a broken tibia and fibula, and your ankle is crushed. The doc said that you tore all the ligaments in your ankle.” He ticked off on his fingers like he had repeated it several times.

My heart pounded in my chest as the room went eerily quiet. I had been injured before. Earlier this summer, I sustained a concussion when in San Antonio, but that was child’s play compared to this. The pain radiated up my side with every breath I took causing my eyes to water. 

“Alright.” I gritted out. “How long?”

“How long for what?”

“How long until I can ride again?”

He got up from the chair and moved to stare down at me. His eyebrows hooded his dark blue eyes. An unreadable expression crossed his face. He swiped a hand through his light brown hair. “Best case, six months.”

Math was never my strong suit. Quickly, I counted the months, which was hard considering the concussion. That would put me into next year, and I would miss the Bull Riding Finals. There went the buckle I desperately wanted to win. There went all my hard work the last eleven years and the dream that I worked so hard to get.

“That’s not acceptable.” I slurred some swear words as the pain medication caused the room to go fuzzy, and then black as I drifted off to a night of drug-induced sleep.

An incessant beeping disturbed me from my sleep. The shuffle of feet and frenzied voices slipped through the crack in the door. The light from the main room crept into my room about two feet. It illuminated Kaleb’s form, slouched over in the armchair. I stared at the blank ceiling. Six months was a long time, and this year was going to be the year I won big as it was finally going my way, but my dreams for the championship were squashed worse than I was. The disappointment and heartache overwhelmed the physical pain in my body. I reached for the IV in my arm and with one pull I yanked it out. Blood gushed over the sheets. I grabbed the tissues and packed them into the crook of my elbow. Next, the monitors came off. A blaring noise erupted from the machines. I gingerly sat up and panted as I gathered myself.

“What do you think you are doing?” Kaleb glowered down at me. We were both about the same size, but whereas I kept down to a lean weight, he bulked up from doing hard physical labor every day on the ranch. In the dark, he was a menacing figure to cross.

“I am going home,” I crossed my arms.

Muttering some curses, he said, “no you’re not. Not until the doctor releases you.” He shoved me back onto the bed and held me down until a nurse burst through the door. She assessed the situation before breaking into action and calling for back up.

“I’m going home.” I glared at the nurses as blood dripped down my arm, hitting the floor. “I can sleep better there.” I took a chance and jutted out my chin like a child, but the night nurses were a mean group, and it didn’t faze them. A nurse grabbed each of my arms and held me in the bed. Their hands put pressure on my shoulders, pushing me deeper into the hard mattress. An older nurse came in and started to reattach the monitors. She applied a bandage to my bleeding arm.

“Take these.” She thrust a small white cup with several pills into my good hand. “The doctor will talk to you in the morning. If you don’t take it, we will sedate you and put the IV back in.” Her black eyes drilled holes into me, daring me to refuse her. I was outnumbered and outmaneuvered, for now. With a sigh, I settled into the pillows and swallowed the medications, glaring at Kaleb. I didn’t want to be sedated. He stood back in the shadows with a smirk playing on his lips while the nurses reattached me to the monitors.

The next morning, a tall woman in a white lab coat swept into the room, startling Kaleb who yanked his cowboy hat from his head. She glided across the floor and handed a clipboard with several sheets of paper to him, gracing him with a wide smile. “Good morning, Mr. Kisment.” 

“Good morning ma’am...I mean Doctor Finney,” Kaleb stuttered. He stared at the papers she had handed him.

“Those are Kade’s discharges,” her eyes twinkled at him.

He mumbled a thank you and looked at his cowboy boots. I tried to hold in my smirk. Kaleb always had women throwing themselves at him, and he never knew what to do with them. My mother said it was his heart of gold that attracted them. I snorted, breaking the moment for them.

“I see you’re awake.” She moved over to me and started to examine the bandages, listen to my lungs, and examine my eyes. She asked about my pain level, had me counting, saying my birthday, and listing off my address. “Well, Kade, you are stable this morning and the bloodwork from yesterday came back normal. You are set to go home if you follow these instructions. I have you scheduled in two days with an orthopedic surgeon in San Antonio to repair your leg.” She handed me another clipboard to sign my name and I was free to go.

If I had to pick one word to describe the ride back home, it would be miserable. Kaleb dumped me into the passenger seat of my old Ford pickup, which wasn’t a comfortable ride on a good day. The seat was worn out and covered with a horse blanket. Half of the seat was taken up by Zip, my blue heeler, who was a little older than the truck. The shocks and struts were lacking, and it rattled as it went down the road. Every jar sent a tremor of pain across my chest and down my leg where it was propped up on the dashboard into a stretch no man should be comfortable making. My head pounded with every bump in the road. 

“You’re green, man.” Kaleb glanced over at me before fiddling with the knob on the radio. “You’re sure you’re up to the four-hour drive back home?”

“Anything to get out of the hospital.” A shudder ran through me as we merged onto the freeway. The cold window eased some of the headache and nausea.

“Hospitals ain’t all bad.” His words were barely more than a whisper.

“I know, but every time I am in one, it reminds me of that day.” 

Kaleb nodded and stared straight ahead. I fought back the thoughts that were trying to break free: memories that had been suppressed for eleven years, memories that were too painful to visit, and memories that had changed my life. That day, eleven years ago. I got a call from my fiancé’s mother to go to the hospital. My beautiful Delilah was there looking so small and frail and in so much pain. And I just walked out because I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t stand her misery. Our to-be-born baby died, and I couldn’t do anything about it. Bile rose in the back of my mouth as I thought about the coward I had been and the mistake I made by not being there for her. Instead, I ran. I tortured myself with life on the road, chasing buckles.

“With all the money you win, you could own a better truck.” He chuckled like it was the best joke he had ever made. His fist pounded the steering wheel.

“I like this truck,” I muttered against the glass. My first kiss was in this truck. We had gone out to a far pasture my senior year in high school. She was a year younger than me and only a junior. She looked so pretty in the moonlight and I was so nervous. I wrapped my hands around her and brought her close before touching my lips to hers. They were soft and tasted of strawberries that she had brought to share.

“I know, I know. It’s the first truck you bought.” Kaleb added air quotes around the words, taking his hands from the wheel as the truck listed to the right.

“I say that a lot?” I lifted an eyebrow at him as the dull ache in my head moved around to the front of my head.

“Sure, do.” He hummed along with the radio. “I think it has something to do with someone we don’t talk about.” His tuneless humming and Zip’s snores filled the cab. I popped a couple more painkillers and closed my eyes. I prayed for a quick trip home with no more talking or memories of the only girl I ever loved.

I was jarred awake as Kaleb navigated my truck down the gravel road to the Kisment family ranch, the large sign with the Rocking K swinging next to the turnoff, an arrow pointing up the road. The way was full of potholes and shoulders that dropped off. He weaved his way through them trying to avoid the worst ones as a cloud of red dust flew behind us. I squinted out the windshield into the late afternoon sun. The grass turned a dead brown color with the only green on the landscape being clusters of cacti growing larger than a horse. The thin oak trees twisted their branches out to the side, while red cows huddled beneath the branches, looking for a respite from the sun. The calves chased each other around, ignoring the heat.

“Have you gotten any rain?” I asked.

“Nope, even the tanks are starting to dry up.” He dodged a large hole before straightening the wheel. “Luckily, we had a good spring to make hay, before everything burnt up.” He weaved to the left. “The well is full, so I’ve been pumping water for the cattle.”

The cattle appeared content, chewing their cuds or sleeping in the shade as they lazily swiped at the flies buzzing around them. In the next field, several horses galloped up to the fence when the truck came into view. The chestnuts, bays, blacks, and my spotted Appaloosa, Apache, loped alongside the truck as we drove up to the gate, where Kaleb stopped with my side inches away from the metal pipe. I rolled my window down and leaned my elbows over the edge. Apache pushed the rest of the herd away as he stuck his head through the window.

“Don’t
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