	With Lexi traveling at a brisk trot through the long tunnel leading to the grand arena, I hustled beside her and Kelby, striving to keep up.  Giving one last bit of coaching, I called, “Chin up, shoulders back, long neck, and smile.”  As the two of them entered the ring, I slipped to the side and squeezed in with the other trainers on the rail, close to the entrance and exit gate.
	Truly an awe-inspiring delight, having the opportunity to compete in such an amazing facility, the competitors looked like dignitaries as they entered the ring and circled the perimeter, sitting tall and proud on their mounts.
	The former ice hockey rink had all the expected sports entertainment amenities for television broadcasting.  The giant TV screens that displayed the close-ups of each contestant entering were positioned at the four corners and ends of the oblong-shaped arena.  Bright lights and flashes illuminated the darkened stands from the jumbotron in the center of the ring with advertisements and views of challengers from different cameras.
	Differentiating a Saddlebred show from other sports events, the traditional, live organist was playing gaily, making everyone feel exhilarated and full of energy.  Being a person gifted with talent, the entertainer’s instrument had a birds-eye view of the arena.  Enabling him to know how to flow his music according to the announcer’s requests, the lofty location also allowed the musician to see all the contestant’s actions so he could play accordingly.
	From the rail, I could see each of the twelve competitors as they captivated us with their horses’ unique artistry in motion.  Lexi was stunning, despite her not being up to par.  She glided with floating hooves like a puppeteer’s strings were lifting her legs and pausing with each step.
	All the exhilaration seemed to make Kelby forget her concern for Lexi’s health as her smile showed a broad row of white teeth.  Not being a fake joy that had to be displayed in the public eye, her face beamed with the true essence of pleasure from within.
	The usual, sideline coaching was already underway as the trainers bellowed their orders to their students.  Always feeling like if Kelby or my clients weren’t sufficiently prepared for the show arena, I hadn’t taught them well enough, if I had to break their concentration by yelling from the rail, that meant that we needed to do more programming of their minds and bodies at home.  The extra time and instruction would ensure that they subconsciously remembered, and muscle memory controlled their skills as riders.
	Listening to the tumult, a memory flashed through my mind, drowning out the noise.  Having become an infamous quote from a student, as if it were spoken out loud that evening, I heard her say, “Oh, my gosh, Leah!  You didn’t yell for a whole minute!  Ha, I must’ve done well!”  Then, in my mind, I watched her square her shoulders and raise her chin as she exited our home arena.  Only lowering her eyes enough to bat her eyelashes at me, although a facetious statement, she must’ve been empowered by my silence.
	Just as I began to divert my thoughts to the beauty of the horses and riders while letting them entertain me, along with the cheers of the crowd and the music playing with vigor, my contentment abruptly transformed into an agonizing torment.
	As the duo rounded the far back corner, I noticed Lexi take a misstep and falter slightly in timing, just before the judge asked for the last canter.  Waiting to be clear of the bend, Kelby halted Lexi at the head of the straightaway before giving her the canter cue.  Holding my breath, I waited.  While the noise on the rail faded into an inaudible mutter, my mind raced with possible scenarios of Lexi’s predetermined fate.
	Being quite odd, Lexi lifted her right leg and tipped her hoof on its toe.  “Did the crash in the stall we heard that early morning cause some pain in her leg, ankle, or hoof?”  My voice quivered as I unintentionally questioned just audible enough for someone to hear.  Glaring at me like I was speaking in a foreign language, the trainer next to me seemed confused.  I faked a smile and pinched my lips so as not to think aloud again.
	Stopped for an unusual amount of time, Kelby and Lexi’s behavior was puzzling.  While halted, raising her head, Lexi looked all around at the spectators filling the seats that were way above her.  It appeared that she reveled in the crowd cheering and waving to their beloved friends and family who were competing on their gentle horses.  Turning her attention to center ring, our precious mare gazed for a while at the mammoth jumbotron showing videos of the other contestants as they soared around the arena.
	As she lingered, I wondered if she were contemplating what she enjoyed most, being a show horse.  Certainly, Lexi was ‘all show horse’.
	Additionally, as I viewed the pair across the ring, I saw Kelby’s lips moving.  Knowing my daughter’s love and respect for our mare, I was confident that she was encouraging Lexi and trying to figure out why she’d stopped.  Always asking the horse what was wrong rather than demanding an instant action was ingrained into our heads from generations back.
	“Are they okay?”  The man beside me finally asked as he gestured toward Kelby and Lexi.  He seemed genuine in his concern as he cocked his head to the side with a soft smile.
	“Thank you for asking.  I’m not certain, I think the mare is taking a break to check out the sights,” I responded with a casual air, hoping that I was covering my worrisome thoughts.
	Hired to aid the contestants in any way needed, I watched an attendant walk quickly toward the two of them.  From what I could tell, he’d asked if they needed any help because Kelby held up her hand and answered him.
	Kelby, being attentive to our horse’s needs, had to have known that something was wrong with her mare.  Following our protocol, she wouldn’t have wanted to push Lexi, but would wait for her mount to decide it was time to move.
	Finally, after what felt like and anxious eternity to me, I saw Lexi’s sides heave as she took a deep breath.  Then, as if resolute in her decision, our mare shifted her weight to her hind end, lifted both front feet, tucked her nose in and engaged in eye catching, lofty canter.
	Sailing around the arena, Kelby allowed Lexi to take an extra round.  I’d taught her to always make certain that she had the attention of the judges and spectators, even if it meant going an extra loop or being last to arrive in the lineup.
	Her eyes and ears fixated forward, not flicking back and forth as usual, I noticed that Lexi’s normal happy and grand-standing facial expression was replaced with one of sheer determination.  Fully aware that the judges would be asking for the trot into the lineup in the middle, Kelby let Lexi continue cantering as if it were their victory lap.
	Marveling with gaping mouths in a bizarre silence, the spectators’ heads followed the duo as they transitioned from canter to trot, making their way toward center ring.
	Being a wise move due to the strange circumstances, Kelby halted Lexi at the far end of the long row of horses.  After halting, the mare stepped out with both front feet in proper Saddlebred fashion.  At that time, I perceived that her weight was shifted off her front right hoof, having a bit of a leaning to the left appearance.
	Making his inspection rounds, thankfully, the judge didn’t walk all the way around the long row of equines.  Taking a half lap, he went back the other way to examine them from the rear.
	Using ample backcombing and a half can of hairspray to create a marvelous fluff of tail hair that covered her entire hind end and elegantly flowed to the ground, I had inadvertently obscured the true scene.  Only the correct shape of Lexi’s legs could be seen from the judge’s hind end angle.
	As the contestants exited the arena, peering at Kelby in the distance, I could tell she was forcing a phony smile.  Deep concern furrowed her brows, indicating that she was fully aware something had plagued Lexi.  When they arrived at the exit gate traveling at the customary trot, to my utmost horror, I saw the cause of Lexi’s former hesitation.
	“Don’t stop, Kelby, and don’t speak to anyone.  Go straight to her stall, untack her, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.  She’s injured her hoof, terribly,” I ordered in haste, running beside the two of them, trying to keep up.
	With every step Lexi took, she had blood shooting from her hoof, spattering her entire belly, girth, and all over Kelby’s pant legs and boots.  The white girth was tainted red from the sprays of blood.
	With the gruesome images playing over and over in my mind as I hurried to reach our accommodations, I was stressing over the thought of Lexi leaving a blood trail with crimson hoof prints while they traveled over the cement leading to her abode.
	Not wanting to spend the extra time following them, I took a short cut behind the stalls, hoping to shave off some of the running distance for me and avoid having to be polite and stop and talk to any spectators.
	When I arrived at our allotted space, Kelby had Lexi’s halter on her and had secured the mare with the crossties.  The saddle was lying in the pine shavings on the floor, as if it’d been thrown there in haste.  Bending over and holding Lexi’s hoof in a typical, horse shoers stance, Kelby was probing around earnestly, inspecting the wound.
	Emotion having overwhelmed my daughter, she peered up at me as a tear rolled off her cheek, “Mom, she has an enormous quarter crack.”  Leaning back for me to see, she added, “I felt her trip at the back corner, that must’ve been when it happened.”
	Closing the stall door to protect us from prying eyes that might’ve wondered what the urgent return was all about, I began scrutinizing Lexi’s hoof.  Trading places with Kelby, abandoning the notion to keep my dress pants clean, I carefully cradled her afflicted and soiled leg between my knees.
	She did, in fact, have an especially deep quarter crack.  I knew the typical screwed-on metal plate and hoof alterations I could perform at the show wouldn’t be the correct method to repair such a deep injury.
	Kelby and I sat down on overturned buckets in our mare’s stall.  Taking a moment to ponder the night’s occurrences, we considered our options for the remainder of the show, and how to care for Lexi.
	“Kelby, do you realize what has happened within all the events of the evening?”  I questioned my daughter, as I tenderly placed my hand on her back, adding emphasis to my narration.  “When Lexi took all that extra time before the canter, I’m sure she was choosing her course of action.  The pain must’ve been excruciating.  I saw her tip her hoof on its toe as if she were trying to relieve some aching.  She could’ve decided to stop right then and there and call it quits.  Or, perhaps, she might’ve dumped you right off the back of the saddle where you could’ve been trampled by the other horses.  Riderless, we would’ve witnessed her bolt for the arena exit all by herself.”  I paused, contemplating what might’ve been the likely possibilities Lexi could’ve chosen.
	“But instead, with a genuine heart, our mare determined to protect you, exert every ounce of effort she had left and finish the class, ignoring the throbbing agony she must’ve been in.  She did that for you.”
	Leaning forward and stroking Lexi’s shoulder, I poured my emotions into my gentle touch of gratitude.  Going above and beyond what was expected of our companion and displaying selfless guardianship within her actions, Lexi sacrificed her own comfort to expend herself for my daughter.
	Reflecting on the behavior of our enduring mare, Kelby remarked, “When we were stopped at the arena end, I spoke reassuringly to her, telling her to take her time.  I told her we were here so the world could see her, this was her time to shine, and it’d be okay if she wanted to quit.  I knew she had a problem I couldn’t see at the moment.”
	With too many past experiences of our horses sacrificing for us and our safety, I actually felt that they could understand what we were saying.  Kelby’s conversation with Lexi was all I needed to confirm my former suspicions.  I began to ponder two possible courses we could take for the remainder of the show.
	We sat in silence for a while, staring at the clean, glistening liquid rolling down from Lexi’s shoulder and back.  Each sweat droplet became tarnished deep red as it mingled with the splashes of blood before it dripped into the shavings.  Seeming to have had all her energy spent, Lexi’s ears were aloof and held droopily outward, while her head hung low.
	Kelby tipped her foot to the side, revealing the enormous amount of dark red smears that’d become a glue for the pine bedding that was clinging to it.  Her somber frown was fully exposed as she looked up at me with a tear rolling off her waterproof makeup, show painted face.
	After careful consideration, I stated, “I could do a temporary fix, screw on a metal plate covering the separation to hold it together, trim the hoof behind the crack and see how she feels in two days, when her last class is scheduled.  Or, our other option is to remove her show shoes, shorten her hooves, do the same temporary fix using a plate shoe instead, forfeit the championship class and take her home.”
	Kelby, knowing what I meant when I said ‘forfeit the championship class’ as an option, took a deep breath and made a decision.  “It’s not fair for her to be in pain, Mom, so let’s plate-shoe her and go home.  That way, we can give her huge doses of pain meds,” Kelby responded, without hesitation.
	As if letting her make the choice freed her from the torment of allowing Lexi to be in misery longer than she needed to, my daughter’s face lit up.  Wiping the corners of her eyes, she took a deep breath and put her hands on her knees, ready to get up but waiting for my response.
	While at the shows, giving the horses pain medication injections or drugs of any kind was illegal.  For that reason, as long as Lexi had a class to compete in, we couldn’t give her anything to ease the suffering she was experiencing.
	My heart seemed to leap into my throat as I choked out the words, “Great!  I think that’s the best choice for her.  She deserves to be comforted; with all she’s done for you.”  Relieved, Kelby didn’t care about the competition.  Her concern was, first and foremost, for Lexi’s welfare.
	“I’ll get the flunixin.  IV, right?”  Kelby proclaimed over her shoulder, as she almost flew out of the stall.  Not really needing an answer, she dove into the medication trunk and collected the supplies.  Flunixin meglumine was the best anti-inflammatory pain drug, at the time, for quarter cracks as well as colic.
	Kelby came back in a flash with the syringe.  The white of her teeth shined bright against the red smudges from wiping her face with her bloody hands.  Shooting the medication into Lexi’s bloodstream through her jugular vein, she consoled, “You’ll feel better in just a few minutes, my little lady.”  Recapping the needle, she dropped the syringe into her pocket to discard later.
	While waiting for the pain reliever to take effect before I began the hoof repairs and shoe changes, Kelby had time to sponge-bathe Lexi.  I cut a piece of thin, steel plate in the correct size, marked and drilled the ten holes needed to screw the patch onto her hoof, and bent it to the correct shape for the temporary fix.

	
