Freedom's Fight

By Jamie O. Bowne


The sun burned low in the Ohio mountain sky, casting eerie shadows across the land. I had just finished mucking out the stalls at our horse ranch, High Valley. At High Valley, we heal the scars and worries of the past, and horses learn that humans are friends.


My blonde braids bouncing on my shoulders, I skipped out of the barn, in my torn blue jeans and my new leather vest I just got for my tenth birthday. I found a large, gray trailer pulling up in the gravel driveway. I quickly walked inside to tell my mother, then ran outside again. Father was talking to a burly man in a plaid shirt and old brown corduroys. His face was creased in a frown, and he slowly ruffled his hair.


"Come here Mandy," my father called to me, "help me unload this horse." I wondered why he was so upset, but decided not to ask any questions. I pulled open the doors to find a beautiful, milk chocolate brown, blindfolded horse inside. When he heard the doors open, he reared in anger. Suddenly, he leapt out of the trailer, flinging the blindfold away from his eyes. His eyes were wide with fear and his ears were pinned back against his head, as if they were glued there. But I wasn't worried about his actions. Many horses came to High Valley like this, but what hit me was the sudden bond that I felt when he looked in my brown eyes; the feeling of sudden trust. I shook my head…it couldn't be. My father led him with great effort to the empty field in the left corner of the ranch.


As soon as father unclipped the lead rope, the horse bolted. He did a few corkscrew bucks, before galloping to the far end of the field, his muscles rippling under his bay coat, his hooves pounding the dirt below him. I was entranced by how effortlessly and freely he moved. 


"What's his name?" I asked breathlessly without taking my eyes off the horse.


"His name is Freedom. He's two and was beaten badly before he came here. Freedom used to be a show jumper, but his owner sold him after he didn't do well in a show. He has mustang blood in him…" he paused a moment, as if trying to find the right words "making him a tough, wild, fast horse. I'm not sure we'll be able to train…"


 "We will." I added, interrupting him.


"Well." he said, changing the subject, "Are you hungry? Pot roast stew is cook' in."


"No." I answered, and before he could ask anything else, I said, "I won't get hurt." I turned to face the horse again. He had finally calmed down a bit and stood in the far corner of the field looking at my father leave. When he saw me take a step towards the fence, he bucked, and then galloped up to me. I wasn't sure that was a good thing, but held my ground. He stopped a few feet before me and pawed the grass below him.


 "You're hungry, aren’t ya?" I asked before walking briskly off to the feed room. The horse whinnied after me, but I didn't stop. I had a hungry horse to feed! I picked up a half bale of hay. I knew some horses needed a special diet. So I added a few vitamins to the hay, and grabbed a small piece of carrot, to try to gain more of his trust. I knew he liked me, but why? I also grabbed an old dirty bottle of medicine that would help heal his cuts.


I strode back outside to find the horse prancing in the same spot he was before. I clicked to him, then poured the food into the feed bucket. Delighted, the horse galloped over and gobbled down the food until nothing remained. Then he looked at me, his deep, soulful eyes glowing. I held out the carrot. Cautiously, he stepped forward, and chomped the treat down.


Letting myself in the field, I securely fastened the shiny latch behind me. I walked up to the horse. He eyed me suspiciously, but stood still. I held out my hand, and when he didn't flinch, touched his sleek coat. He held his neck high, but didn't try to buck away. I rubbed the medicine on his withers, and gradually, his neck lowered and breathing slowed. I smiled, then massaged his back in ease. He leaned on me as if trying to tell me to get on.


"I can't." I laughed, and he neighed playfully in reply, slightly tugging my long blonde braid.  "Fine." I gave in. What was one try? I mounted and then sat there, telling him I was no harm. Freedom pawed the ground and pranced on the spot, eager to get going. I clicked to him, and he broke into a trot, his smooth strides lengthening as he made his way around the arena. I dug my thighs into him one more time, urging him to canter. But the spirited, young horse had a mind of his own. He started galloping, his long strides eating up the ground below us. I didn't want to stop him. It was amazing at how fast and smooth he moved. The thrill of riding him was breathtaking!


He shook his large head, and one ear flicked towards me, showing me he was listening. And for that moment we were one, moving together. With the slightest nudge of my leg he turned, and the tiniest pull of the reins slowed him. His long bay tail streamed out behind him, painting the purple and black sky with its beautiful, unique color. I laughed out loud. I hadn't had a ride like this since a racing Quarter Horse named Legends Pride came to our ranch.


Moments later, I saw his ears flicker towards the fence, and I saw father standing there watching us. The stallion's muscles tensed, and his legs dug under him before he bucked, and took off. He raced towards the fence were my father was standing. He snapped at my father nipping him on his arm, and reared one last time before standing still. I dismounted and walked over to my father, carefully closing the gate behind me.


"Are you O.K.?" I asked, looking at the blood oozing from the deep cut.


"Fine." father said, rubbing his swelling arm.


I turned my attention to the horse again. He was still standing there, his eyes wide with fear, sweat drenching his coat. He whinnied as if to say sorry to me, then trotted to the middle of the field. He grazed contently, peeking up every once in a while to stare at father. I wondered why he didn't like him. I sighed as I heard father's footsteps disappear into the night. 


Walking into our old, brick rancher, I hung up my coat. I craved something cool and refreshing, so I pulled open the refrigerator. I remembered my grandma's Summer Fruit Salad recipe, and instantly knew what I was going to make. I cut up two red apples, a whole cantaloupe, three ripe peaches and two firm bananas. I threw in a cup of blueberries, and a cup of sliced strawberries. For a finishing touch, I added two tablespoons of shredded coconut, topped with a drizzle of honey.  



As I took my first bite into the juicy fruit, I spotted an envelope that said 'Freedom' on the front. I opened it, and found information on Freedom. It listed all his previous owners.  I found the last owner and saw the name: Timothy L. Martin.


"That's it!" I exclaimed as I skimmed over all the names. He had been beaten by all men, yet his first owner was a young 10 year old girl named Madison. I must remind him of her. I nearly jumped up and down, but instead tried to stay calm and sensible. I hurried upstairs to tell father and he cherished my thoughts too. Before I knew it, he had called the man who had dropped him off, and explained the problem.  Freedom was fearful of men.


When he hung up he said, "His child is a boy, and he said he will buy him a pony instead. He told me that you could keep him… that's if you want to." He flashed me a smile, creases forming on the side of his mouth.


"Ohh… yes daddy, thank you so much! I d…don't know wh…what to say." I ran outside, tears of joy streaming down my cheeks, a smile plastered to my face. I swung myself over the fence and called to my horse. He looked up at me, and whinnied a hello, before running up to me. I stopped and watched as the horse circled around me, whinnying with joy, as if he knew something was different. Then he stopped, his bright brown eyes staring at me with happiness, and I flung my arms around his muscular neck. My horse…mine…for the rest of my life!  I hopped on his back and we took off together, at the same pace, galloping across the black horizon, then disappeared into the night like ghosts, hardly there at all.    

