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Chapter One

 

Just once, Morgan thought, she’d like to get some arena time without moving out of the way for “the squad”, as they called themselves, a group of young adults who rode for a local collegiate team and always practiced together. They shouted chants and gave each other pep talks across the arena, just at the point when she wanted a quiet moment to collect her thoughts and maybe work on some liberty.

The girls sniggered at the fact that Morgan didn’t ride, never mind that she worked her horse, Desi, a rescued thoroughbred mare with kissing spine, on the ground and that was much better for Desi. The warhorse didn’t need to prove anything to anyone. She’d won nearly a hundred thousand before turning four, then when she stopped winning, she’d been dumped at a local auction. Her friend and partner in a rescue had found Desi, bailed her from the kill pen, and Morgan had worked with her for five years now.

Morgan closed her eyes and took several deep breaths just the way she taught her meditation students. Those girls’ opinions didn’t matter. She loved Desi, and the mare had a good quality of life. The vet came out a few times a year to check on the mare and do routine care, and if staying off the mare’s back kept her sound and happy, then Morgan was happy to do so. She missed riding; it just wasn’t in the cards right now.

She shut her tack locker, making sure it was secure, then went to her electric SUV thinking that she really needed her own place. She’d been saving up, and she had a business plan percolating in the back of her mind. She wasn’t the only one unhappy at her barn; there were others like her probably at other barns, she was sure of it. People who didn’t fit in with the prevailing culture or who just wanted a bit of quiet. She’d tried to come in the afternoons when the squad had classes, but so had everyone else and groundwork was difficult then, too. The barn had strict hours about when people could be there, which made things even more difficult.

Staring at the red metal side of the barn, her arms resting on her steering wheel, Morgan knew deep in her gut things were getting untenable. She checked the time on her phone and realized she had a little over an hour to get over to the rescue for their monthly meeting. Ani had gotten in a new horse, a two year old quarter horse filly that han’t made it in the futurities. Like her Desi, the filly, though thankfully with her papers, had gone through the rescue pipeline, and Alani had fallen in love. Morgan was curious as to how the filly was settling in. She’d just arrived last week, and Morgan hadn’t been able to visit the rescue to get a look at her, though her pictures looked gorgeous.

Morgan took another deep breath, then started her vehicle and backed out just as two more cars pulled into the stable’s driveway. One she recognized as an up and coming adult amateur rider, and she gave a quick wave as she passed on her way out. The other she didn’t recognize and wouldn’t be surprised if it was another parent from the neighboring subdivision looking to get riding lessons for her kid. The owner did a lot of business that way, though most of them didn’t stay with the sport for long.

She needed her own place. Somewhere that would allow her to work with Desi on her own schedule, not worrying about how much space she was taking up in a packed ring. The barn where she boarded had talked about adding another outdoor arena; it had never happened. She reached for her water bottle, then as she picked it up remembered that it was empty, and she’d forgotten to fill it. Desi preferred turn out, and the gentle exercise was good for her. She stopped at the gas station on the corner to get something to drink, then was on the highway. No clients for the rest of the afternoon, just freedom and possibilities. Maybe she’d even check the real estate listings when she got home. Perhaps something had come on the market.

Sunrock Equine Sanctuary sat on a few hundred acres of what Morgan thought was the prettiest land in the county. The wide pastures with their hills and valleys backed up to a ridge that gave amazing views in the evenings. A large barn held the rescues that couldn’t quite be out with the herds yet, and a few smaller pens and shelters were set away from the main barn for quarantine. Alani’s house was across the driveway from the barn, an old farmhouse remodeled with new siding and windows and a metal roof designed to withstand the elements. Their third business partner, Reenie, worked as an attorney in Tulsa and visited a few times a year.

Morgan parked next to Alani’s battered navy blue pickup truck that was at least ten years old, and stepped out, wondering whether her friend was in the house or the barn. Silly question. Of course Alani would be in the barn with its smaller arena in the back. 

Morgan stepped through the open double doors, taking in the solitude for a moment. After the bustle of where she boarded, being able to step into the barn and hear herself think was a precious commodity. She heard Alani’s soft voice coming from the arena, no blaring radios or loud voices. 

She walked past the small paddock that served as shelter for Buckwheat and Bailey, a mini donkey and a shaggy tan mini horse, where both equines were standing in the corner dozing. A radio played the local public classical and jazz music station, Buckwheat slightly bobbing his head in time to the music. Where they’d come from Alani didn’t know, but the two had settled down after Alani had the thought of leaving on the classical music station for them.

Alani stood just outside the indoor arena where the leggy palomino filly was trotting around, stretching her legs. Today Alani wore her long, dark brown hair pulled back into a simple ponytail, her face devoid of makeup, and she had on a worn t-shirt, jeans, and a pair of riding sneakers. “Hey, glad you could finally come over and see her,” Alani said. “What do you think?”

“She’s pretty,” Morgan replied, coming up to the rail to stand next to her friend. “Settling in?”

The mare stopped, sniffed the ground, then dropped and rolled before standing and shaking, then ambled off to the bin of hay in the corner. 

“Yeah, she is. She gets nervous in a stall, so I set her up in the arena. Makes it difficult for me to work with the others, so I’ll have to set up a paddock for her, but I’d rather have happy horses.” Alani glanced back at the mare. “I suppose I could integrate her into one of the herds. Frankly, she’s so young yet, I’d like to just turn her out for a while to be a horse. My guess is she was pushed too far too fast and
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