
Christmas Magic

[image: Border]

Marilyn Conner Miles


Table of Contents

Title Page

Christmas Magic

Dedication:

Copyright

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Epilogue

ABOUT THE AUTHOR | Marilyn Conner Miles

Books to Go Now






Excerpt from Christmas Magic

“You won’t find a husband at the barn,” my sister-in-law said when I told her about my new job. “If he owns a horse, he’s rich—and married. If he’s funny, he’s way too young for you, if he’s helpful, he works there and you can’t afford him, and if he’s handsome, reliable and entertaining, he’s probably a horse!” 

“Did you just make that up?”

“Well no, I read it somewhere on the Internet—but it fits. Why can’t you work in an office where there are a lot of men?”

Yeah, married ones.

What was it with couples? She’d married my brother, Matt, several years ago, produced my two adorable nephews, and seemed to think I should be in the throes of wedded bliss too. Because she wanted cousins for her boys? If I asked, I’m sure Cheryl would have said she just wanted me to be as happy as they were. 

But I wasn’t looking for a man to marry. 

And after years of dead-end jobs, I had finally found the perfect job, that might show me how to help my dad heal.
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To Carmen, Cynthia and Lois, You are all deeply missed.
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“You won’t find a husband at the barn,” my sister-in-law said when I told her about my new job. “If he owns a horse, he’s rich—and married. If he’s funny, he’s way too young for you, if he’s helpful, he works there and you can’t afford him, and if he’s handsome, reliable and entertaining, he’s probably a horse!” 

“Did you just make that up?”

“Well no, I read it somewhere on the Internet—but it fits. Why can’t you work in an office where there are a lot of men?”

Yeah, married ones.

What was it with couples? She’d married my brother, Matt, several years ago, produced my two adorable nephews, and seemed to think I should too. Because she wanted cousins for her boys? If I asked, I’m sure Cheryl would have said they just wanted me to be as happy as she and my brother were. 

But I wasn’t looking for a man to marry. 

After years of dead-end jobs, I had finally found the perfect one for me, that might show me how to help my dad heal.
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I HEARD A SOFT WHICKER and paused halfway down the aisle of the empty barn. Where had it come from? Then I heard it again.

I walked to the end of the barn and looked out. “Magic, what are you doing out there?” I called to her—as though a horse could answer. And then I noticed a man standing by the fenced paddock. He swung around and, unsmiling, stared at me. He wore a baseball cap with the bill pulled down, so it was hard to see the color of his eyes, but his hair was so dark it appeared to be black, and he seemed quite tall. 

“Jerica!” I pivoted and saw my boss, Abby, standing at the other end of the barn. “Amy sprained her ankle last night. Can you take her place?” 

“Sure.”

“Great. Bring Magic with you, all right?”

“Will do.”

“Thanks!” she called over her shoulder and hurried away.

I turned back around to confront the unknown man and tell him only staff were allowed there, but he had disappeared.

Shrugging, I walked to Magic’s stall and grabbed her halter off the hook.

****
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GREEN VALLEY STABLES usually served children with disabilities—autism or Down Syndrome—however, the owners, Ron and Abby Green, had recently added another session for adults, veterans struggling with substance abuse, depression, PTSD—or all three.

The plan was for the local VA to bring them out every Friday morning for eight weeks. The veterans had all been through traditional talk therapy, but for them, that hadn’t been enough. Unfortunately, I was all-too-familiar with the symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. In fact, I suspect it was the reason Abby hired me for the job of Equine Therapy Assistant. When I’d read the ad posted for the job, I was excited to see that they were looking for someone who wanted to improve the lives of veterans through equine-assisted activities and therapies. The job required someone with horse experience, and “experience with military personnel” was also desired. The subject came up during my interview, when Abby told me about the veterans program. 

“When I first heard about equine therapy for veterans, I was skeptical,” I’d admitted. “I thought, if these veterans are anything like my dad, who served two tours in Vietnam and still had PTSD after all these years...” I stopped talking. I couldn’t believe I’d spoken about something so personal, bared my soul like that to someone I didn’t know—and during an interview, for Pete’s sake! I decided I might as well finish. “One day, I took Dad out to where I was taking riding lessons. I had to leave for a minute and handed him the carrots we were going to give the horses. ‘Here, take these,’ I said. ‘I’ll be right back.’

‘Wait! What am I supposed to do with these?’ he’d asked me.

‘Give them to the horses,’ I’d said and walked off. I felt bad about leaving him—Dad was having a particularly bad day and I was surprised he’d agreed to go with me in the first place—but what could I do? 

“Imagine my surprise, then, when I came back and found Dad petting one of the horses and talking to her. The horse looked at my dad as though she was interested in what Dad had to say and he looked so content, as though the horse’s acceptance had brought him peace. And that’s when I knew I wanted to work with horses and people,” I finished, sitting back in the chair. 

I needn’t have worried. The rest of the interview was easy after that. And when Abby called later and told me the job was mine if I wanted it, I celebrated. How many people were lucky enough to get their dream job? I got to work with horses and help people. The bonus was if I used my horse for part of the sessions, I would get a discount on board. I was elated. Boarding a horse could be quite expensive. In addition, if I cleaned its stall and did a few other chores, there was a further reduction in price. I could finally get a horse. 
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I LED MAGIC THROUGH the barn to the outdoor arena and stopped at the gate. In our briefing the day before, Abby had said, weather permitting, we would hold the veterans’ lessons in the outdoor arena—at least the first lesson, anyway. She felt that the indoor arena, though larger, might make some of them feel claustrophobic. The VA therapists had told her many former soldiers were uncomfortable in enclosed spaces.

I couldn’t help glancing around with interest at the nine men and women in the arena. There were supposed to be ten veterans. I didn’t see the man who had been standing outside Magic’s corral. Maybe he’d decided not to participate after all—if he was the missing veteran.

“Good, you’re here. You can bring Magic in, Jerica,” Abby said, and beckoned to someone who stood in the shadows, leaning against the fence. It was him, the man I’d seen outside the barn with Magic—though he didn’t look quite the same as I remembered, it had to be him.

He scowled and pushed himself away from the fence. Glancing around, he pulled some sunglasses from his pocket, and slipped them on. 

“First, I want to welcome all of you to Green Valley Stables and our veterans program,” Abby began with a smile. “My name is Abby and I will be your instructor over the next eight weeks. 

“I realize some of you have never been on—or even near—a horse before today. You are not expected to have experience with horses. But for my own information, how many of you have been this close to a horse before?” 

About half of the veterans raised a hand. 

Abby smiled again and then asked, “Has anyone ridden a horse?”  

A couple of them raised their hands again.

“Thank you, good to know. Our program is dedicated to helping you heal through the use of equine therapy. Our ninety minute sessions will provide you with a fundamental understanding of handling horses through grooming, leading them through some simple exercises, and by getting them ready to ride. Then, you will ride in the arena with a side walker—the person who is currently holding your horse—until you feel comfortable and capable enough to ride alone. On the last day of the program, we will take a trail ride to utilize the skills you’ve learned over the previous seven sessions. 

“Our hope is this experience with horses will help you to develop new ways to approach and solve problems. By challenging what challenges you, our goal is that you will be able to make peace with your past and replace negative memories with positive ones,” Abby explained. She looked around the group. “Are there any questions?”

No one raised a hand or said a word. The only sounds were from the horses—hoof stomping, tails swishing at flies, and the rattling of buckles on halters with lead ropes.

“One last thing...I have not seen or heard of anyone who hasn’t been changed for the better by being around horses.” I saw some looks of disbelief on a few of the veterans’ faces. If Abby noticed, she ignored them. “Let’s get started. 

“You are each standing next to the horse you will be working with over the next eight weeks...” She stopped abruptly and looked over at me, still holding Magic. “Jerica, you and Magic will work with”—Abby frowned and then looked at him—“I’m sorry, what is your name?”

He didn’t answer for a long moment, and when he did, he looked directly at me instead of Abby. I felt my cheeks warm. “Trace,” he said, and then turning slightly to face Abby, added, “Ma’am.”

Abby nodded and I walked Magic across the sandy arena to where Trace stood. He was still facing Abby and appeared to be listening to her, so as I led Magic, I snuck another look at him. It was hard to guess his age. When I got closer, I noticed that his dark hair was actually peppered with silver, and his darkish beard was too. He was older than I’d first thought, probably in his early-to- mid-forties—like me—or perhaps a little older. I couldn’t tell anyone’s age anymore.

“Today, your task is to become acquainted with your horse partner. Pet them. Let them sniff your hands and in a little bit, I will have you groom them. We groom the horses to rid their bodies of mud, dirt and dust. And besides, it feels good to them.” She smiled again.

I looked at Trace. After an uncomfortable silence, I figured I’d better say something, because he sure wasn’t going to. “Hi, as you probably heard, my name is Jerica.” He didn’t say anything or even acknowledge I’d spoken to him. And though staff is taught to let the veterans decide how much interaction they want to have with us, doggedly, I continued, “And your name is Trace, right?” Hopefully, asking him a question would require him to speak to me—unless, of course, he was too closed off. I knew that people who had been traumatized learned to disconnect from feeling awareness. They dissociated, separated from their own emotions to protect themselves from feeling pain.

He nodded, a man of few words, it seemed.

I tried again. “Um, actually, you should stroke a horse’s neck, or scratch their withers, rather than ‘patting’ her. See?” I reached over and smoothed my hand down Magic’s neck. “Patting or tapping isn’t very enjoyable for them and they might even startle.”

At last, he opened his mouth to speak, though the scowl on his face didn’t bode well. It reminded me of those ‘dark and brooding looks’ I used to read about in my aunt’s regency historical romance novels. I’d never actually seen that look until that moment. “Look, it wasn’t my idea to come here today. My therapist insisted. So let’s just get through this hour and you won’t ever have to see me again, deal?”

I know my mouth dropped open and I blinked as I stared at him. No one had ever treated me so rudely. “Y-you’re not coming back?” 

“Nope. I’ll tell my therapist I tried and it didn’t work out.”

I knew there were people who didn’t like horses for various reasons—mostly fear. Some people had been afraid of them since an incident in childhood. Others, because horses were so big. In my experience, most people got over it, however, when they had a more positive encounter. If only this guy would give Magic a chance to work her magic. 

“Sure,” I agreed. Then I hesitated for a moment, to let it sink in that I wouldn’t try to talk him out of it. “Could you at least appear as though you’re trying? Abby is looking at us,” I explained in a low tone. “This is my job and she’s my boss. If I don’t appear to be working with you, I won’t be back next week either—or even tomorrow,” I pleaded, hoping I sounded convincing.

His frown deepened. He gave a long-suffering sigh and put his hand on Magic’s neck. “Yeah, I can do that, I guess.”

“Thanks.”
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THE REST OF THE SESSION went by quickly, though I imagine it dragged for Trace. I thought he did a fine job of pretending to be interested when I offered suggestions. I was supposed to help him and Magic connect through voice and touch.

At least Magic seemed to enjoy getting brushed. In fact, Trace even cracked a brief smile when she stretched out her neck and stuck out her lower lip. I couldn’t help smiling too, glad to see their interaction. I realized right away that was a big mistake, when Trace glanced over at me. Immediately, he turned away and the scowl returned to his face. You’d think I’d committed a crime. 

When Abby said the veterans had one more task for their first lesson, cleaning out the horse’s hooves, I was afraid he’d just pick up and leave right then and there. I shifted the lead rope to one hand and with the other, pulled my leather work gloves out of my back pocket. “Here, you can put these on if you want”—I looked down at them and then at his hands—“though they might be a little small.”

“Nah. I don’t need ’em,” he replied without even a thank you.

I shrugged. “Suit yourself,” I said and plucking the hoof pick out of the grooming tools caddy on the ground, straightened up and handed it to him.

He took it reluctantly. “I don’t see why we have to do this,” he grumbled.

“A couple reasons, really—in case they have rocks and pebbles caught in their shoes or packed dirt. They can get something called ‘thrush.ʼ Here, let me show you how to do it.” I had another pick in my pocket. I reached down and encouraged Magic to pick up her left front hoof, and then demonstrated the proper way to clean it. “Now you try.”

Trace frowned, muttered something I couldn’t hear and picked up Magic’s foot. When he attempted to scrape the dirt and mud out of her shod hoof, I saw why it wasn’t working. He grunted and I believe he would have thrown the pick on the ground, if I hadn’t laid a hand on his arm. 

“You’re doing fine, though it will work better if you turn the pick around, like this.” I used my own pick to show him again.

“Huh,” was all he said and then proceeded to do what I’d shown him. He grumbled some more when I had him move on to her next hoof. “I still don’t see why—” he began before Magic jerked her hoof right out of his hand and stomped it down on the ground. “What’s wrong with her?”

“I’m not sure. Try again.”

Trace grimaced, but picked up Magic’s hoof again without complaining. He’d just begun to dig when she yanked it out of his hand again. “Hey, that hurt!” He rubbed his hand against his jeans and then held it up to examine. 

I wanted to say something like, “That’s why I wear gloves,” however I refrained when I noticed the blood on two of his fingers. “You need to get that cleaned off—”

“No.” He cut me off. “Let’s just finish this.”

“At least let me...” I began, but he had already grabbed the hoof pick off the ground and was reaching for Magic’s fetlock again. “Okay.” 

This time he felt around with his fingers before he used the tool. “There’s something stuck in here.” He continued to use his
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