Trail Therapy            

 It's been said that I’m a natural when it comes to meeting strangers. Never met one in my entire life.  I love people and don’t seem to know when to shut my mouth. Over the years I've found that when you smile at a stranger you never know what to expect in return, even if they have a scowl on their face.  You just never know what their story is till you take the time to listen to it.            

It just so happens I love horses and ride as often as I can, which isn’t that often lately.  I love going on trail rides and overnight camp outs with the group I ride with plus I get to visit with fellow horse enthusiasts. Once, while on a trail ride and camp out, a member of our group was plodding along behind me on his gray horse seemingly not enjoying himself one bit. Everyone else who had tried to draw him into the conversations had met nothing but resistance. I decided to start up a conversation with him myself, so I slowed my own horse and waited for him to move up beside me.            

 He looked like a cranky old cuss, his eyes never leaving the top of his horses head.  It wasn’t easy getting him to respond to me, but I finally won out.  I’m not sure if it was my persistence or what, but he finally introduced himself.  I made a comment  that he had a beautiful animal under him. He called it an old plug and made a similar statement about my mount. I held out my hand and told him my name and he replied by saying his name was Jake. He looked miserable. After thirty minutes of idle chitchat I took the plunge and asked what his problem was.            

 “Well, you see, I ain’t gonna enjoy this trip.  It’s just therapy for me.”            “Therapy? Oh, you must have a medical condition like MS or something. I’ve heard horseback riding is really good for that.”           

 “Well……no, not MS.” He hesitated, removing his old, beat up straw hat. Running a hand across his brow, he continued, “It’s more like a mental thing.”             

At that remark, I was a little hesitant about hanging back and chatting with him. There are loads of nut cases in the world and I really didn’t want to get caught in the middle of nowhere with one. Especially with only a horse for transportation. He looked like a decent kind of guy, though. He had on a pair of faded jeans, an old worn out blue jean jacket atop a white cotton shirt and a pair of the roughest looking boots I had ever seen on a man. But he was a pretty rough looking sort of guy, himself. Dark complexion, dark hair and blue eyes, I think. He had so many wrinkles it was hard to tell.             

The spurs he had strapped to his boots were fairly common and his tack was in immaculate condition, well polished and supple, the silver buckles and conchos shining like they were new. The saddle he rode was one of those all-purpose types with golden leather, a soft suede seat and rawhide pommel and horn, the skirt tooled in a basket weave pattern. Good rawhide ox-bow stirrups and a matching headstall completed his tack. His blanket had an emblem on it that I didn’t recognize and figured I would ask about later. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt and listen to his story.             

“Mental, huh? You mean breakdown or fear or something like that?” Couldn’t believe I was actually asking him that, but I held my position beside him and tried to look him in the eye.           

 He kept his gaze on the top of his horse’s head and nodded. “Yeah. Something like that.”           

 “So, who decided this trail ride would be beneficial? You or your therapist?” I kind of prided myself on being a saddle doctor on my own.            

 “Well, actually it was my wife. I didn’t want to ever see another trail as long as I lived. Would’ve been just happy as a bug if I hadn’t.”          

   “You’re wife likes these, does she?  Where is she?  Did she ride on ahead?”            

“Nope. Never came on one. But she said I had to get back in the saddle.”         

   I was beginning to get confused at this point in his story. “Uh, Jake, you care to explain? I guess I’m missing something here. You look like you’re comfortable in the saddle, kind of like you were raised in it. Why would you have to get back in the saddle?”             

“Well, it was a couple months or so ago it happened.” He looked at me as he spoke, his eyes taking on a far away cast. His face reddened a bit and he got a pained expression. Turning back to look at the top of his horse’s head, he continued, “We’ve been training horses most of our married life together, my wife and I. She’s a cutting horse trainer. Top in her class when she shows. Well, one day last summer, she just up and says she's tired of the cuttin’ industry. Ready for a change.          

   I didn’t know what to say to her. I train ranch horses and ropers. Not them fancy ridin’ horses. My mounts have to be athletic and smart and I try to train ‘em so’s just about anyone can handle ‘em.” He cleared his throat and shifted in the saddle. He was silent so long I thought he’d finished his story. It didn't tell me anything about why he had to have therapy.            

 “But why do you need therapy? I guess it’s okay to change jobs now and then if you need to, Jake.”           

 “Well, ya see, she changed her plans for training and decided to start workin’ with them show horses. Halter and horsemanship and such. I just do the workin’ cow horses and don’t worry none about them fancy ones. She’s good at that, not me. Give me a cow to track, a mountainside to chase critters up or a good calf to rope and I’m happy. But not May. She just had to get into all that other stuff. Decided I should take up trail ridin’ to improve my horses’ temperaments. That way she could use some of the horses I trained for her shows.             

And I did it. I love her and wanted her to be happy. My horses are great with this trail riding stuff. They don’t spook none and they're sure footed as mountain goats. I make sure of that ‘fore I sell ‘em, cause you don’t want a horse to stumble running up a mountain after a range cow. You’d both be in a heap o’ trouble.”         

   I nodded my head in agreement. I’d been on some spooky animals and could appreciate his dedication to the training he gave his horses. How often I’ve cussed the person who trained the animals I’d ridden.            

 “Does she do much showing?” It was all I could think to ask at the time to keep the uncomfortable pauses from happening.            

 “Yep, she did. She took first and grand champion more times than I could count. Then she had a customer who wanted her to train a colt for him. Well, that little devil was out of a Doc Lynx mare and was a stubborn little booger. He would do just fine in the arena and on the flat but when we put him into a trail situation, he’d go plumb loco. I guess he thought something was gonna rush out of the trees and eat him.” He shook his head, removing his hat once again and wiping at his brow. “May asked me if I’d take a look at him and see just what his problem was. I’ve been known to take the booger right out of a horse or two. I ain’t no horse whisperer or nothin’ like that, but I got my own way with stubborn horses.  They just don’t have much chance to act like idiots when they’re pulling a big ol’ log up the side of a mountain. Well, that little fool acted like a perfect gentleman, giving his all to do just what I wanted. I was really proud of him and told May that I was gonna take him on an up-coming trail ride and overnight camping trip. I kinda liked those since she made me start doin 'em. Anyway, we did that all the time, so she didn’t have no problems with it.            

 I figgered I’d leave a little early since he was such a green feller. Wanted to get him warmed up to the bush and the bridges and such before we made fools of ourselves in front of 30 other riders. I loaded him up and we headed to the meetin’ site I'd downloaded from the internet. We were the first one’s at the parking area, so I took advantage of our time alone. Got him saddled up and exercised him a bit before we went off on the trail.           

  He spooked a little at first, but then he settled right down to his job. Took those bridges like an old hand and even did some brush jumping. I’d seen a small mountain a little ways from us when I was driving in, so I headed him toward it. Figured if he was acting so nice, I’d see if he could be trusted on a mountain. Now, it wasn’t a big one, mind you. I ain’t no fool. Figgered if we got into a storm and fell off, we’d not do either one any serious injury.”             

I had to stop him at that statement.  Who, in their right mind, would take a green horse up the side of a mountain?  “You took a green horse up a mountain? Man, you must be some brave rider, or you’re a complete nut!” From the look he shot at me, I figured he must be the latter.  I just knew I was going to wake up in a ravine somewhere along our trail. Looked like he could have shot me from my saddle if he’d had a gun in his hand. I apologized immediately, hoping to sooth his ire.  “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. It’s just that most people would tie a colt behind a well seasoned veteran horse and take him up a mountain to see how he acted before actually riding him.”            

 “Well, you’re right. And I usually do, but he was doing such a good job, I decided I could handle him. He wasn’t very big. Just over 14 hands and probably around 800-900 pounds. He was more like my wife’s cutting horses than the sturdy working horses I trained.             

Anyway, we made good time to the little mountain and he didn’t act up once. I stopped and got off a couple times to stretch my legs and give him a break then we went on. I could hear horses and knew the others were showing up, so I wanted to get him to the top and back down so I could meet up with ‘em before lunch. I usually baked the bread and made coffee, so I knew I would have to hurry.             

Well, that little feller went up that mountain like a goat. Never stumbled, never faltered the entire way up. He blew a couple times and when we stopped he bobbed his head once or twice. I figured he was saying he kinda enjoyed the trip. I reached out and patted him on the neck and started to tell him what a fine horse he was but before I got the words outta my mouth, he reared up on his hind legs and danced backwards. Kinda scared me for a minute cause he’d never done anything like that before. I got him back on all fours, but he was already in a slide down the hill. He scrambled and skidded a ways then started keelin’ over sideways.  I kicked out of the saddle and bounced on my backside a couple times. Figured it was the safest place to be at the moment. When I looked up, all I could see was legs and hooves comin' at my head. That colt was in a major tumble down that mountain. I jumped up and moved out of the path of those flying hooves and prayed he would stop flipping.”           

I felt the blood drain from my own face.  I couldn’t imagine seeing a horse tumbling down the side of a mountain.  “Oh, my god! What did he do? What did you do? Was he okay?” The image of a horse flipping sideways down a mountain sent chills down my spine.             

“At the time, all I could do was watch. He kicked once as he passed me. I swear that devil did it on purpose, cause he hit me right in my shin and shot me down hill like a peashooter. I bounced like a sack of taters and rolled teeth over toenails down that mountain. We looked like a couple of tumbleweeds with sticks attached to ‘em as we went down.             

Man, I thought it was a little mountain when we went up it, but we must'a rolled half a mile down its side. Thank god there weren’t no trees or big rocks on the way down. Of course, the brush was bad enough. I don’t think I had a spot on my body that didn’t have scrapes or scratches on it and I know I had half a cedar bush down my shirt when I finally stopped. All I could think on the way down was May’s gonna kill me! May’s gonna kill me! Never did think that damned horse would!           

That little booger stopped his descent first and was on his feet by the time I quit rolling. I landed flat on my back on top of a cedar bush and just laid there. It was soft, at least. I was afraid to move...figured every bone in my body had to be broken. I moved my head a bit to make sure it was still securely attached to my shoulders and looked around to find the colt.  I was nearly scared outta my skin when I saw nothing but teeth coming my way. He must'a got possessed or something on the way down, cause he was out for my blood. Sore as I was, I shot outta that bush like the devil himself was after me and stepped out of his path.            

 “Had to shout at him to get him to back off and stop trying to eat me.  Man, he was a mess. There were sticks poking outta his main and tail and the saddle had slipped and was under his belly. The headstall was hanging off one ear and there was mud all over him. He looked like a lion standing there with all them twigs stickin out every where. He even growled at me. Strangest sound you ever did hear." He shook his head, the memory of the little horse must have still been fresh in his mind. "Man, I didn’t do nothing to him to cause that. Never seen a horse try to eat its rider.  All I did was pat him on the neck.             

Well, he finally calmed down and quit growling at me and I got everything put back on him proper and checked to make sure he wasn’t hurt or nothing. His legs was all fine and everything looked normal. No bruises or nothin'. He had some serious scratches, but not anything major. I was thankful for that one at least. May might be mad that he was scratched up, but at least he wasn’t broke anywhere.”             

“You mean to tell me, that horse rolled all the way down that hill without breaking his legs or neck? That's hard to believe, Jake. What about you? Any broken bones or anything?” I was beginning to wonder about him. His story was just a little too far fetched to believe.             

“Well, I had a broke thumb and twisted my knee. And where he kicked me on the way down the mountain must’a been chipped cause it hurt like the dickens, but the doc said it wasn't anything. Just a bad bruise.”             

“Well, did you take him back home after that?”           

 “Nope. Figured I’d better keep him out there and show him everything was gonna be fine. You don't do things like that and hurry on home. Gives 'em the wrong idea...like they can act crazy and go home. He didn’t limp or anything when I moved him around, so I walked him to a creek in a clearing and washed us both up. He didn’t care much for the cold water, but it made me feel better. I sat there on the creek bank for a few hours and rested while he grazed. Wanted to make sure he was doin’ okay before we went back. When I realized I was gonna be stiff myself if I didn’t get up and get movin’, I gathered him back up and climbed on his back. He laid his ears back like a wild bronc and wouldn’t move one step when I touched him with my heels. Just kinda grunted. Well, I figured I was back to square one and would have a heck of a time getting him to move again, so I sat there and waited him out. Didn't matter how hard I jabbed him with my spurs, he didn't do nothin' but grunt.  We stayed there for the better part of the day...him all swelled up and mad and me tryin’ my best to get him to move.              

 It was beginning to get a little dark by that time, and cold out, so I pulled out my jacket and put it on. He never moved. Not one step.             

Things kinda went from bad to worse after that. I had some food in my saddlebags and the creek had water in it, so I wasn't worried about starving, but my gear was still in the truck back at the parking lot. And to be honest, I didn’t know for sure which direction the truck was. I kinda got twisted around when we fell.”            

“I’ll bet. How long were you stuck out there?”            

“Too long. Soon as it got dark, he decided it was time to get me off his back. He put down his head and he bucked and snorted and twisted but he couldn’t dislodge me. He bucked so hard, my teeth even hurt but, by damn, he wasn’t getting me outta that saddle. I hung on and even put some spur to him to make him buck the fool out. He pitched until he was too tired to go anymore and stood there all spraddled out and panting, but I stayed in the saddle. I think my body must'a went into shock for awhile, cause I don’t remember feeling any pain while he bucked. But when he stopped, every nerve in my body woke up. I realized I had splinters and sticks inside me jeans and under my belt and there must’a been stinging scorpions inside my shirt, cause every inch of my was on fire. If I had wanted outta that saddle then, I couldn’t have got out of it. I just held onto those reins and groaned.             

We sat there like that till he got his second wind. He straightened out and I just knew we were in for another bout of his temper, but he didn’t buck no more. Guess he decided he was gonna be a gentleman again, cause I moved just a little to ease the pain in my knee and he started walking away. Well, you can imagine my relief. I’d won……finally.”           

 “Did you find the others then?”           

 “Just hang on. I’ll get to that soon.   

We moved through the dark sorta slow, being we were both getting kinda stiff by that time. He stepped real light and dainty for the first few minutes, then picked up a rough gait that nearly rattled my teeth from their sockets. I was so stiff I couldn’t move to get him to change gaits, so I pulled him up and tried to step out of the saddle. Man, it was like having bumble bees stinging me with every move, but I finally got out of that saddle.  Big mistake. Soon as my feet were on the ground, that fool decided I was a rattlesnake and was determined to stomp me into it.             

I couldn’t get back in the saddle cause I couldn’t get close enough to him and I wasn’t thrilled about running from a horse. Especially since I hurt all over. I stepped behind the only tree in the area and had to keep movin’ around it to stay out of his path. We battled that way for a good hour I know and I guess the movements eased some of the nerves that were bunched up in me and causin’ such troubles. My burning went away and I reached around that tree and got hold of his head. Nearly lost my hand in the process, but teeth marks were far easier to get over than hoof prints.             

I got him calmed down and climbed back in the saddle and he stood stock-still. Didn’t bounce or pitch or grunt or growl or nothin’. Acted like a little gentleman again. Well, I didn’t know what to think of the situation except that he must’a knocked somethin’ loose in his head when he fell down that mountain. I knew I couldn’t stay in that saddle all night, but if I got on the ground, I knew he would try to kill me again. I tried to talk to him and soothe him like I did my fresh colts and he seemed to respond well to it. We moved out and I figured I’d try to find the truck and get him loaded back into the trailer. He was gonna need a vet and I knew I needed a doctor. I think I had kinks in my toes. I was truly amazed that my tongue didn’t have knots in it. I knew my hair did. I could feel the burrs and brambles under my hat.            

 I spent the next few hours pulling sticks from both of us and trying to see in the dark and keep my seat at the same time.            

 I still think he lost his mind somehow or other. He decided he was spooky again and would jump sideways away from every little sound that came at us from the dark. My voice seemed to soothe him some and I talked to him until I was hoarse from the effort.             We made it into a clearing that looked like a camping sight. It had some cement tables and a dirt road leading to it, so I made a plan. Figgered I’d dismount on top of that table and he wouldn’t know I wasn’t on the ground. He could fight all he wanted then. At least my vital parts would be higher than his hooves.  

 I rode him up side that picnic table and stepped out of the saddle and sure enough, he was fine. Never did much more than twitch his ears at me a couple times.”             

“Well, that’s a relief. What do you think made him act like he did?” I was totally into his story by now and really wondered why the colt would want to stomp him when he touched the ground.            

 “Don’t rightly know for sure. I would try to step off that table to tend to him or make a nature call or whatever and he’d growl like an old bear. Never heard such a thing from a horse. I finally just laid down on top of the table and went to sleep. Figured if he wanted me, he'd have to eat me. I tied his reins to a tree branch hanging over the end of the table and didn’t worry about him no more. I didn’t think he would eat me, he just seemed to want to stomp me.             

When I woke up the next morning, I was half frozen and he wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Guess the knot I tied came undone during the night. Well, I had mixed emotions about his absence. On one hand, I didn’t have to worry about him trying to stomp me into the ground, but on the other, May was gonna kill me! I’d lost a client’s horse and would never live it down.            

 I guess I must have lost my mind, because instead of finding my truck and coming back with some help to find him, I called and whistled for him. I found his trail and followed it to a thicket. I wasn’t no fool, mind you. I wasn’t about to go traipsing in there not knowing if he was there or not, so I stood by the edge and whistled to him. And I heard it……that growl of his. Only thing I could think to do was shimmy up a nearby tree. I barely made it to the lowest limb before he was there, teeth biting into my backside. Damned fool actually ripped my back pocket off. You’d of thought he was a wild bear, not a horse! I swear, the horses ancestor must have been grizzly bears!”             I had to chuckle at that remark. I could just see him hanging by his arms with that horse holding part of his pants in his teeth. 

“He still wanted to stomp you? Good lord, Jake. I'm surprised he didn't bite you during the night. How did you ever get out of that mess? I would have still been there, up that tree.”            

“You see, while I sat in that tree something occurred to me. He was mad at me. I don’t rightly know what spooked him up on that mountain, but what ever it was, he blamed me for it. And when I jumped ship, so to speak, he didn’t like that neither. We was getting along real well up to that point. I figured he must’a thoght I abandoned him and with me off his back he couldn’t control his fall. I know it must’’a scared him silly, but for him to attack me on the ground was strange. He was like a different animal when I was in the saddle. Nice and gentle as a well broke veteran.”             

“How long did you stay in that tree?”           

“A couple days, felt like. I only know that we went out for that trail ride on Saturday and it was Wednesday before the whole thing was over.”           

 “You mean to tell me you were out there five days and no one came to look for you? Jake, I’m beginning to understand why your wife decided you needed therapy. This story is just a little too far out for me to buy.”             

“Believe me or not. That’s your decision. But I swear, every word is the truth.”            “Then how did you get out of there? And what happened to your horse?”           

 “Let me finish telling you what happened. I promise you’ll understand.”            “All right. I won’t butt in again till you’ve finished.”           

 He nodded his head and cleared his throat again. “You see, I figured that thicket of trees could offer some pretty good hiding places for me if I could get to it. As it was, the tree I was up in happened to be several yards from the nearest one in the thicket. I couldn’t get out of the tree because he would always be right under me with those damned teeth of his. Now I’ve never been scared of a horse in my entire life. Been raised on ‘em since I was a kid and had some pretty mean hombres under me. But this one was beginning to give me the willies. I figured he really had been possessed by the devil like I said earlier and wouldn’t stop till he stomped me clear to hell. I decided I was gonna take him with me if I went, so I hunted in that big old tree for a weak branch I could break off and make a club out of. I found me one the size of my arm and broke it off. I whacked it on the trunk a few times to test it out and figured it would work. It was pretty strong.             While he had his head down grazing, I slid down the back side of the tree. Soon as my feet hit the ground though, there he was, teeth and hooves flying. Well, I smacked him pretty hard on the neck with that branch and he kept his distance. My arms were hurting like hell and I was getting weaker by the minute from swinging that heavy thing at him. I only smacked him the one time. Didn’t ever get another chance. He was smart, that one. He’d lunge at me and when I’d swing that branch, he’d duck or swing his head out of the way and I’d nearly throw myself off balance from missing him. He didn’t give up though, and it was a battle to get to those other trees.             

I felt like I was about to die of thirst and knew that if I didn’t find me some water soon, he wouldn’t have to stomp me to death, I’d just go on my own. The thicket was just that……thick with trees and underbrush. I could hear a stream trickling somewhere inside and I turned at the first opportunity and ran as fast as I could. My body fit between the gaps in the trees but he had to pick his way through and I made pretty good time to the stream. It looked like heaven to me when I finally got to it. Clear water rushing over rock falls sounded like music to my ears and poor old achy body and parched throat.             I had just got on my knees and cupped my hands for a drink when that little demon showed up on the other side. I scooted under a low hanging tree limb and went ahead and got me all I could swallow then shimmied up that tree. That fool was right on my butt the whole way. At first I thought he was gonna climb the tree to get to me. He actually reared up on his hind legs and tried to bite me! But I made it in one piece that time. I found me another club and socked him on the end of the nose. He backed off and got himself a drink of water and went back to grazing like a happy little colt while I sat in that damned tree starving, sore and now queasy. I must’a drunk that water too fast. It was cold and delicious and I probably swallowed two gallons. Next thing I knew I was upchucking all my water and feeling pretty faint.”            

 He stopped talking and pulled his horse up. I stopped on my own horse wondering what he must have gone through. His face showed that he’d been through some pretty serious stuff but I couldn’t fathom it. I had promised I would keep my mouth shut, so I sat and listened as he continued.             

“When I got back my senses, it was beginning to get dark again. I didn’t feel like spending another night in the cold so I figured I better start hollerin' for help. It had already been most of two days and I didn’t see any chance of gettin’ out on my own. So, swallerin my pride, I cupped my hands and hollered as loud as I could for help. That fool horse stood there, his ears twitchin’ every time I hollered or whistled. He even whinnied once or twice himself like he was trying to help. I finally decided he wasn’t calling for help, but laughing at me. I just didn’t know what to make of the fool animal.”            

At that point I almost laughed. An evil, possessed horse, a man stuck in a tree, dark coming on soon and that horse was laughing at him. I started to tell him goodbye and ride on up to the rest of the group, but he started talking again.              

“I called and called but never got any answers from anyone or anything but that damned devil-horse. I guess he got tired of hearing me yellin' cause he finally moved out of sight just before it got completely dark.            

 I decided to slide out of my tree and see if I could sneak off without him finding me. I was real careful going through those trees. I didn’t step on any fallen limbs or anything and I was sure I was out of danger for the time being. I sat down at the base of a tree and let out a long sigh of relief. My nerves were just about shot and my insides were cramping from not having anything inside of ‘em.            

 Just as I stood up to move out again, he showed up. I felt like just standing there and lettin’ him pound me into the ground but my cowardly heart decided to run instead.             I wasn’t quite out of the thicket, so I hid behind trees the best I could until I could get hold of him again. It was like a switch got thrown off when I touched the saddle. He stopped fightin me and I reached out for the reins and flipped em back over his head. I was glad they were tied together, I sure as hell didn’t want to get in front of those teeth. I climbed back in the saddle determined this time to find my truck. He moved off at a good pace and we circled around the stream and headed for the side of that mountain again. What harm would it do to take him back up? He’d already rolled down once and I was so sore I didn’t care if I did fall off again. It sure couldn’t hurt anymore than it did already. Anyway, a fall might knock some sense back into him.             

He took the side of that mountain just like he had the first time. Put his back into it and up he went, just like a mountain goat. When we were about half way up, he stopped. I couldn’t get him to budge one inch. It was dark as pitch out and I was beginning to wonder if there was something that he could see and I couldn’t. I wasn’t about to get off his back to look……not on the side of that mountain. He might have been acting like his old self again, but I didn’t trust him with me on the ground.            

Well, he stood there for some time, until it started raining. I dug in my saddlebag and got my slicker out, slipping it over my head. It was one of those big ones, designed to cover both horse and rider. I reckon he was grateful for the cover, because soon as I wrapped it around us, he started moving again. This time, though, he went his own direction. We veered off to the left and kind of made a zigzag up the side until we reached the top. I didn’t know which way to go from there. It was so dark all I could see was the top of his head and the rain dripping off the brim of my hat. Well, you damned demon, what now? I asked him. He just twitched his ears and kinda laughed at me the way he had while I was yelling for help.             

He went over the mountain and headed down the other side like he knew just what he was doing. By the time we got to the bottom, the rain had stopped and I could make out a little bit of the area around us. There, in front of us, was the trail where our whole nightmare started. I moved him onto it and followed it to the old wooden bridge. Come on, now, don’t quit on me yet. We’re almost to the truck,. I told him. He was moving kinda sluggish, like he was ready to lay down and roll any minute.             

When he stepped on the bridge, I guess his feet slipped out from under him cause the next thing I knew we were both over the edge and splashing in the freezing river below. It wasn’t a long drop, but I damned sure didn’t like the idea of being off his back again! I scrambled with all my might to get back on top of that saddle and try to straighten him up some. Took a few hard blows to the legs from his flailing hooves but I finally got squared away and pulled his head up. I turned him toward the bank I felt had to be the one leading us toward the parking lot and he finally climbed up and out of the water. He shook like a big dog, nearly dislodging me in the process but settled down quickly. Now we were both soaking wet and I was nearly frozen solid. Teeth chattering and bones jerking, I moved him away from the edge of the river. The ground was slick from all the rain and it being so dark didn’t help matters at all. He picked his way through the brush and trees and back onto higher ground without falling. To me, that was an accomplishment.             

It started raining again bout time we got situated on what I thought was the trail back to the parking lot. Both of us hunkered down away from the cold, heavy raindrops and kept moving down that path.             

I’m not sure how far we traveled but after what seemed a couple hours I knew we were lost again. We should have found the truck by that time. My butt hurt, my legs were shaking so bad he was moving around like a drunk from my false signals and we were both exhausted. Well, old son, you’re just gonna have to kill me, cause I ain’t stayin’ in this saddle one minute longer. We both need a break.             

I stopped him and put my hand on his withers while I talked to him. You know, somehow I think he understood me, cause when I slung my leg over his back and stepped out of the saddle all he did was groan a little. I was a little bit nervous about being on the ground, but I took that saddle off for the first time in two and a half days and I think he actually tried to thank me. I didn’t dare take his bridle off. I had to have some way to control him if he decided to go demon on me again. First thing he did was lay down and roll over and over and over. I’ve always heard that a horse is worth a hunderd dollars for every full roll he makes. That little buddy had to of been worth a couple hunderd thousand, cause he rolled until I thought he was gonna scratch the hide right off his back. Don’t think he would have stopped if I hadn’t stepped up to him.             

I was scared, mind you. But he was my responsibility, even if he had tried to kill me for two days. Didn’t want him twistin’ a gut and, besides, May just wouldn’t understand if I let him kill his stupid self rollin around on the ground like a big dog.  She also wouldn’t have understood if I just walked away and left him on the side of that mountain. The thought went through my head enough times during those days. Hell, I’d of paid $10,000.00 for him, just to put a bullet in his head!             

He stayed calm all that night and right on into the next day. It was a nasty night, raining the whole time and colder’n a Eskimo’s butt. I’m sure I would have froze to death if it had been under normal circumstances, but somehow I stayed alive. And so did that horse. Next morning I saddled him up and climbed back on him to try and get back to the truck. I had no idea where we were and couldn’t see clear enough to find the trail. Rain was still coming down in buckets and I was beginning to wonder if the river was gonna come down before we got out of there.             

After searching for hours, I found a clearing and we headed into it. I figured there had to be some kind of trail there since this was a popular trail riding area. Sure enough, there was. It was more on the left side than I wanted it to be, knowing we would have to travel toward our right to get to the truck. That was the side the mountain was on. I knew we had to stay close to that mountain to get back. That trail was dangerous. There were jumps, steep hills and gullies, low branches and rocks everywhere. He didn’t falter once, though. I’d grit my teeth every time he had to gather himself for a jump, terrified he’d slip and fall again and lose me. I didn’t want to go through anymore battles with him and was determined to stay in the saddle until we found the truck.             

Around dark, the rain stopped again. In my mind, I realized we’d been out three days already. I couldn’t remember the last meal I’d eaten and the only water I’d had was from the river when we fell in. I don’t know if delirium was setting in or what, but I was almost sure that horse was laughing at me. With every bobble I made in the saddle, he whinnied……or laughed. I wasn’t sure which. I reached into my packs to see if I could find something to eat and a tree branch hit me in the shoulder, knocking me to the ground. On the way down all I could think of was running. I turned over soon as I hit the ground, jumped to my feet and took off hobblin’ the opposite direction that horse was facing. He took off running too, this time……the direction we’d been going.             When I realized the sounds of his hooves was getting further and further away, I stopped and waited. I wasn’t sure how long I stood there, but he didn’t come back. I was shaking so bad I couldn’t tell if I was cold or scared, but I was definitely relieved he hadn’t decided to stomp my head in again. My heart was pounding so hard I could barely hear anything but the sound of it beating.             

I’d had it.  I  was sick to death of that horse. I didn’t care if May did kill me, I wasn’t going to waste anymore of my time or energy on that damned animal. I started walking through the brush in the direction I thought the parking lot would be. Being on foot made it easier to get through the now thick trees, but I couldn’t tell where I was or what direction I was traveling. I just knew I was heading toward the mountain. If I could find it, I could find the trail and my truck in time.            

 I did find the mountain, but by the time I did, I was too tired to move any further. I stumbled onto a cavern of sorts and climbed inside out of the weather. It weren’t too bad after I knocked down all the cobwebs.  At least it was dry.  I think I was asleep on the way down to the ground. Don’t remember ever laying down at all. Next thing I remember, there was a rabbit sniffing around my head. When I woke up and moved, the darned thing nearly gave me a heart attack. It jumped straight up in the air, banging its head on the top of the little cave. By the time I got to my knees, it was flopping around on the ground having a seizure or something. Didn’t like seeing the little thing having convulsions, but I didn’t want to kill it either. After all, that horse and I had been through lots worse than a bump on the head.            

 Pretty soon it stopped flopping and lay still. I felt sorry for the little thing and moved closer to it. It was still breathing and its little heart was pounding like mad. I felt its head but didn’t really know what I was looking for. I finally just picked him up and crawled outside to take a better look at him. It wasn’t rainin’ anymore and the sun had actually come out for a change. Before I came completely out of the cave, I peeked out to make sure there wasn’t a four-legged demon waiting for me. The coast was clear so I got out and sat down with that little feller in my lap. Well, he come to and started scratchin’ the tar out of my hands and arms, but I wasn’t just gonna let him go. He might be hurt worse than he thought and a critter would get him for sure. I stuffed him into my jacket pocket and zipped it up so he couldn’t get out. I knew he’d have to be seen by the vet before I turned him loose.”            

 I couldn’t help but interrupting after that statement. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You mean to tell me you stuck a rabbit in your pocket to take him to the vet’s office. You hadn’t even gotten back to your truck. You sure you weren’t keeping him just in case you had to eat him?”             

“I swear! All I could think was he needed a vet. Like I said, I think I must have been hallucinating cause getting that poor little thing some help was the most important thing I could think of. I completely forgot about myself for a change. Well, I found a trail and headed down it toward my truck and safety. With the sun up, it heated up pretty fast and I had to take my slicker off. I kept my jacket on, cause I didn’t want to jostle that little bunny any more than necessary and it got so danged hot I thought I would pass out from heat exhaustion.             

Well, sir, pretty close to noon, I run across some demon tracks. Looked like he’d been running, too, cause they were pretty deep and they were goin’ right smack dab in my direction. At least he was in front of me and I wouldn’t have to worry about him attacking me from behind. I kept moving, knowing that truck was somewhere up ahead of me and that meant safety and home.            

 Finally, after three and a half days of being out with that demented animal, I sighted some familiar territory. I remembered having him jump some of the low brush in the area and I actually picked up speed. The image of my truck was like seeing the outside after being cooped up in a hospital room for weeks. I done that before. I know what it felt like. It didn’t take long for me to get to the first clearing. I could see my truck and trailer sittin’ in the lot all by themselves and I heard myself laughing. Yep, laughing like I was the one who was demented.            

 I started running toward that truck and trailer, my legs screamin’ at me to slow down, they was havin’ trouble keepin’ up. Soon as I rounded that first curve and had a clear shot of my truck, guess who poked his head out from the opposite side of the trailer?             

You got it! That damned horse! He had his ears laid flat on his head and his teeth were bared and I swear to my creator that he was growling at me. He was around that trailer before I could get my keys out of my pocket and get in the truck. I only barely had time to get on the hood before he was a snappin’ at my heels again. You damned devil! What’s the matter with you? I didn’t have the strength or the willpower to fight that little monster any more, so I just rolled over on my back and laid on the windshield till he decided to leave. I knew he would. There wasn’t anything here to eat but gravel and dirt. I was sure he’d come to the smell of the sweet feed I always kept in the bins in my trailer. Or the hay that was on top of it. Hell, I could have eaten it, myself!             

It wasn’t long before he did leave. I spent my time pattin’ that rabbit in my jacket pocket and talkin’ to that stupid horse about how I was gonna shoot him when I came back to get him. I even told him I was just gonna leave him there. I didn’t care if I ever put my butt in another saddle again as long as I lived. No sirree. The only ridin’ I was gonna do from now on was in my truck. I was gonna shoot every horse on my place and sell the carcasses to the dog food factory. I would spend my time pumpin’ gas before I’d train another damned horse! And if my wife had a fit about me shootin’ her horse, well, I’d just……”           

He gave me a sideways glance and wagged his head back and forth before continuing.  “Well, you get the picture. Anyway, I finally got off the truck and got the door opened and drove the hell outta there. I was just pulling up onto the road when that blasted horse run right out in front of me and I had to swerve to miss him. Made the front end slide off into a culvert which threw that trailer straight over the top of my truck, sending it crashing down on the hood. Guess the hitch just snapped right off, cause when I woke up, I was layin’ face down on the seat and the top of the cab was only inches from me. I felt for the bunny and he found out he was still alive. When I turned over, I could see the end of my trailer hanging over the truck. Couldn’t believe I was still alive!             There was enough room for me to squeeze out of the windshield, so that bunny and me climbed out of my poor wrecked truck and waited for that demon horse to show his evil face. I was so mad I didn’t even look at the trailer, perched on top of my truck. If I had, I would have realized I had to get the hell outta Dodge in a hurry! I stood beside that truck, scared to move in case Satan came to stomp me or chew me to bits, never realizing the trailer was inching its way toward me. I was standing in the ditch, so there wasn’t really any place else for that thing to go but down there with me.            

 I had just let go a mouth full of cussin’ in his general direction when I saw him step up on the edge of the ditch. He growled at me again and then growled a different kind of sound, smilin' the whole time. Kinda sounded like metal grating against metal but I knew it came from him. He shook his head at me and stomped the ground but he didn’t come after me.             

I raised my hand to shake a fist at him when the metalic growling sound I was hearing dawned on me. I turned around and looked just as that trailer started coming down at a deadly pace. I jumped out of its way just in time, landing on my back in the mud accumulated at the bottom of that rain soaked culvert. I was lucky it missed me cause I was certain that if it hadn’t killed me, that damned horse would finish me off. He stood there and laughed as I lay there on the ground, mud covering most of me.             After that I was so furious at him that I forgot about being scared of him. I jumped out of that ditch and screamed at him like a warrior stud and flew at him with my hands out ready to rip his teeth out of his head. I would have killed him with my bare hands if I’d made it that far. He spun around so fast I thought he turned inside himself and he shot his hind legs at me so quick I didn’t se ‘‘em coming. He caught me under both arms and flung me so high I swore I could see Jesus lookin’ at me. On the way down, I know I said some things to him that I’m gonna have to ask forgiveness for before I die for sure.             

I landed on my feet, believe it or not, but I couldn’t told ya where I was. When the shock wore off and I could breathe again, he wasn’t anywhere in sight. He must have thought he’d killed me for shore and run off to gloat, cause I didn’t see him again after that.             

With both arms broken at the shoulder, there wasn’t much I could do but walk my way out of there. I couldn’t even check to see if the bunny was still doin’okay, but after awhile he started  movin, so I figured he was still alive enough.             

I walked down that dirt road as far as I could that day. When night came, I got under some bushes and curled up to stay warm. Guess I fell asleep cause the next thing I knew it was morning and that rabbit was beating the heck out of my legs. All I could think was...Sorry little feller. My arms don’t work no more and I can’t let you out even if I wanted to. Heck, if I was starvin’ to death I couldn’t of killed him and eaten him. My arms didn’t even work enough to relieve myself when nature called let alone skin a rabbit.           

 It was a tough hike, I tell you. I’d walk awhile and sleep awhile, walk awhile and sleep awhile. By the time I made it to the highway and traffic, it had been five days from the day I had ridden that fool up on that mountain.             

Some trucker found me and stopped to see what had happened. I couldn’t even tell him. Didn’t rightly know myself much by then. After tellin' me I looked like some kind of creature from outter space, he took me to the nearest hospital where I spent about two weeks recovering from dehydration, malnutrition and so many broke bones and sprains the doctors swore I would never recover. But I did.             

Poor May was beside herself with worry. She’d talked to the folks on the trail ride and they said they never saw hide nor hair of me. Turns out, I had downloaded the wrong trail site from the internet and my regular trail ride buddies had been on the opposite side of the mountain. No body even knew I had been back in that part of the trail area. Said they didn’t use that site anymore cause it was supposed to be haunted.            

 I know what it’s haunted by. That damned horse! He’s still out there. I guess. May and I had to buy him from the owner cause he was madder’n o billy hell, but it was worth it I guess.”             

“You mean you never went and looked for him? I think I would have at least tried to. He probably needed some help. Did you ever read that book ‘The Horse Whisperer?’ Sounds to me like that horse had a bad scare and needed some help to get over it.” I was shaking my head, not sure if I really believed him or not, but he did seem like he was miserable on that horse.             

“Nope. Never cared to go lookin’ for him. My wife and some of her friends did once. Said they saw some tracks, but never found him. I told her she better stay clear of that demon. He’d probably kick her teeth out before he let her near him. But my wife don’t believe me. Said horses weren’t like that.”            

 “Where did this all happen?” I just had to know. It was just too bizarre to have actually happened a

nd I was sure if it had, there would be some news about it somewhere.             “Well, like I said, it happen a few months ago. It was up in Tennessee around the Spring City area. Beautiful country. Lots of trees and water and mountains. People love to go trail riding up there. Course, May and me, we moved about a month or so ago. Thought we’d be safer here in Texas. Not as many mountains and the horses don’t seem to be as ornery. May gets to train all she wants and I can just hang out. Been tryin’ to recuperate but May, she wants me back in the saddle.”            

He looked at his gray 'plug' as he called it, a strange expression on his face. “I just don’t think I’ll ever enjoy horses like I used to. I always liked ‘em high spirited and feisty. Now, all my aching body can stand is a plug like this one, here. He’s not too bad to look at and he’s kind hearted. I swear, if I ever see another animal that has Lynx in its name, I’m running for the ocean! You just don’t see horses on the ocean! Nope! No more wild horses for me.”            

He moved off, mumbling to himself about a demon horse living in the hills of Tennessee. I don’t know that I bought his tale, but I had to admit, the story was very interesting. I’d owned a Lynx mare once and loved her dearly. Best riding horse I’d had in ages until my husband got on her. She would be an angel for several miles, then all at once you’d think Satan had possessed her. She wouldn’t stop pitching until her saddle was empty.            

 Guess there’s just some animals that have personalities all there own. Jake may never get over his dislike for horses. Not after the ordeal he had. Don’t know that I blame him, though.            

I've never heard anything else about him, or seen him since that day. He finished the trail ride, still as miserable as he was when I first saw him. Now, every time I go on a trail ride, I think of Jake and Satan. That’s what I started calling his mysterious horse. I read up on his incident. It really happened. And they still haven’t found that horse. I wonder if something didn't happen to it after all.   
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