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Stacy Caidyn Beyale
When I first met Caidyn, I was struck by her deep 

love for her horse and her quiet determination to learn 
everything she could to improve her horsemanship.  
As we became better acquainted, I found myself 
intrigued by how firmly she had one foot planted 
in her father’s Navajo culture, while simultaneously 
keeping her other foot in her mother’s Anglo culture.

I got the idea that my book’s main character, 
Meghan, would enjoy having a friend like Caidyn, 
a talented, smart, hard-working, and inspiring 
young woman.  With guidance from Caidyn and her 
wonderful family, Autumn Rose and the rest of the 
fictional Ifaita family came into being.  Special thanks 
to Caidyn’s father, Irvin, for sharing his expertise with 
tips for coaching bull riders, and to her brother, Skye, 
for sharing the Navajo belief of how a horse can “roll 
away” one’s anger and unhappiness.

Copyrighted Material
Some pages are omitted from this book preview.



v

Leila Thompson
This book is also dedicated to Leila, in honor of her 

love for her horses, including her mini, Speedbump, as 
well as her passion for all of her critters, whether they 
walk on four legs and are covered in fur (her horses, 
dogs, and cats), or on two legs and are covered in 
feathers (her chickens), or on eight legs (her adorable 
tarantulas), or even if they slither on no legs.  She loves 
and cares for them all, continuously striving to learn.
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Chapter 1
A Moose and a Cat

“My horse is not an ugly moose!  How could he say 
that!  And how, Meghan Callahan, could you ever have 
thought anyone that rude was somebody you could 
like?” I asked myself out loud.  Except I couldn’t think 
of a good answer.  I mean, Lane’s good-looking, even 
though he’s shorter than me, and he has a great smile, 
and he’s a good roper, and he rides good quality horses, 
but none of that matters anymore.  He has totally lost my 
respect.  What an obnoxious thing to say to his sister’s 
best friend!

Sadie and I have been friends since we found ourselves 
in some of the same eighth grade classes on my first day at 
her school in Fallon, Nevada, last September.  We quickly 
learned we were both horse girls and, I don’t know, we 
just sort of hit it off.  We’ve been hanging out together for 
the past six months.  Anyway, I think we’re best friends.  
Unless maybe she thinks the same way her brother does 
and is secretly laughing at me behind my back.
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I was so hurt and so angry at Lane that I wasn’t 
thinking straight and couldn’t seem to sort it all out.  
I grabbed my halter out of the barn and stomped over 
to my horse’s pen.  He immediately sensed I was upset 
about something and lifted his head way up high as 
I tried to put on his halter.  That actually made me 
giggle, and I felt some of the anger draining away.

“Sorry, Freckles.  You’re not quite tall enough to 
get out of reach.  Maybe you could’ve gotten away with 
that when I first got you, but I’ve grown.  I’m finally 
catching up with you, big guy.  In fact, I hope I don’t 
outgrow you!  Because I think you’re perfect, no matter 
what some people might say.”

I got the halter buckled and led him out of his pen 
and into the barn, where I tied him up so I could brush 
him.  With his winter hair starting to fall out, I found 
a good use for my anger-induced energy and went to 
work, furiously rubbing the round rubber curry comb 
in big circles, pulling out huge clumps of reddish-
brown hair.  From the look on his face, Freckles was 
enjoying the process.

While I curried, my brain replayed the afternoon.  
My eighth-grade class had gone on a visit to the high 
school so we could tour the buildings where we would 
be attending classes next year.  Lane had been out 
in the ag shop for his agricultural economics class 
when our group came through.  He had announced 
loudly, “Hey, Meghan, I saw you riding one of those 
wussy saddles yesterday after school.  I thought you 
were supposed to be a cowgirl.  Why would you put 
some stupid little English saddle”—he’d said ‘English 
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Chapter 1 - A Moose and a Cat

saddle’ with a total sneer in his voice—“on a big, ugly 
moose like your horse, anyway?  You should be trying 
to cover up as much of him as you can.”

His friends had all laughed.  I had turned away, 
feeling my face turn red as waves of anger and 
humiliation washed over me.  Just thinking about 
it was making me angry again, and I could feel my 
stomach tying up in knots.  Riding English had not 
been my idea.  In fact, I didn’t like it at all, but Jeannie, 
my instructor, wasn’t giving me a choice in the matter.

I curried harder, sending Freckles’ loose hair and 
dirt flying in all directions.

A mournful sound stopped me.
I listened.
It was coming from the pile of horse blankets 

draped over the chair at the end of the barn aisleway.  
Looking over Freckles’ back, I couldn’t see who was 
making the noise.

I looked and listened awhile, before turning my 
attention back to my horse.  Maybe I had imagined 
it.  Even so, I was glad that, whatever “it” was, it had 
broken the anger loop that kept repeating in my brain.  
I took a deep breath and chose to think about some-
thing else, anything else, just as long as it wasn’t Lane’s 
comments.

I focused my thoughts on Freckles.  It had been 
a year and a half since I sold my first horse—a little 
palomino mare I’d outgrown—and had been able 
to buy Freckles from the horse trainer in Colorado 
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who taught me to ride.  Ol’ Ben had trained Freckles 
as a reining horse and a working cow horse.  He’d 
then taught me how to do the fun reining stuff on 
Freckles: spins, sliding stops, rollbacks, and flying 
lead changes.  I had ridden Freckles on cattle drives 
and trail rides.  I had even taken him to a couple of 
horse shows.

Ben was starting to coach me on how to compete 
in working cowhorse classes when my dad came home 
with the bad news that we would be moving away.  I 
got pretty hysterical at that because I thought I was 
going to have to leave Freckles behind.  I mean, it was 
going to be bad enough saying goodbye to Ben and 
my friends Xender, Violet, and Emma, but leaving 
Freckles would have been more than I could handle.

Incredibly, Mom and Dad told me they were 
making plans to buy a horse trailer so we could take 
Freckles along too.  Soon after, we moved to Fallon, 
Nevada, over eight hundred miles away.

We moved into a house outside of town, but it was 
still another mile to where I was keeping Freckles, so I 
usually rode my bike over.  Sometimes I just rode the 
school bus all the way out to the ranch.  That’s what I 
had done today.  

As I continued currying, I thought about how nice 
Freckles would look in a few more weeks when all my 
effort would be rewarded, and I’d be seeing the slick, 
burnished, red hair coat of summer.  These spring days 
in northern Nevada were a lot warmer than what we 
had in Colorado.
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Chapter 1 - A Moose and a Cat

There was that mournful cry again.
This time I saw a little yellow face peering out from 

among the blankets.  When we made eye contact, it 
yowled even more plaintively, which I wouldn’t have 
thought possible.

“Great,” I thought, feeling more annoyance for the 
human race, “another abandoned cat for us to take 
care of.”  Fortunately, the lady who owned the ranch 
had a soft spot for animals, so this little one would 
undoubtedly have a home here.  I wondered how long 
it would take before the new cat would allow us to 
touch him—or her.  We’d had one last fall that was so 
traumatized by being dumped without the skills to 
fend for himself that he was totally skittish and shy.  
It took us months to earn his trust.

I continued currying Freckles, watching the big 
horse’s head as he reached slightly in my direction, 
the white diamond-shaped snip on his nose twitching 
back and forth in pleasure as the itchy hair came loose 
off his body.

“You are such a goofball,” I told him.  “I know for 
a fact that you silly horses are firm believers in the 
idea ‘You scratch my back; I’ll scratch yours.’  But you 
just keep that nose to yourself.  You are not going to 
nip me again.  I know.  I know.  You didn’t mean to 
hurt me that time.  You just wanted to tell me to curry 
harder.  But getting my skin pinched between those 
giant chompers of yours really hurt.  I had a black-and-
blue mark for a week!  So just you keep a respectful 
distance.”
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I was not making that mistake again.  But I have to 
admit, it was kind of adorable watching him pretend 
that he was rubbing my back.  I actually giggled.

Hanging out with horses is the best thing ever.  
The smell of the barn, that mix of hay, grain, leather, 
and horse, is my idea of aromatherapy.  I was still 
currying hard, because Freckles was enjoying it, but I 
was having to work at it now that anger was no longer 
fueling my efforts.

The next cat yowl startled me because it was coming 
from underneath Freckles.  Fortunately, he was used 
to barn cats and didn’t even twitch as the stray rubbed 
up against his hind legs.

I was next.  The skinny cat was soon focusing his 
attention on my high-top western boots, all the while 
continuing his mournful wail.  The poor little guy (I 
could clearly see, below the base of his tail, that he was 
a guy) was painfully thin, with a ratty-looking, yellow 
tiger-striped coat.

“You sound so pathetic,” I said, wanting to reach 
down to reassure him, but not willing to risk his claws 
or teeth.  “Let’s see if we can find you some food.”

I carefully stepped away, barely avoiding his long 
tail while he continued trying to circle my feet and 
rub against my boots as I walked to the feed room 
where the horse grain and cat food were both kept.  
He shot through the door with me and leaped up onto 
a storage barrel as I reached for a spare bowl.

“Well, you were definitely a house cat, weren’t you, 
Threepio?”  (What else could you call a golden yellow 
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Chapter 1 - A Moose and a Cat

critter that doesn’t shut up?)  “I bet you were always 
jumping up on the kitchen counter next to your owner 
when a can of cat food was being opened.”

Seeing his hope and desperation, I hurriedly 
scooped a handful of dry cat food into the bowl and 
carried it to the aisleway outside the feed room door.  
He plunged his face into the bowl the instant I set it 
down, going after the food as if he hadn’t eaten in days.  
From the look of him, he probably hadn’t.

Walking back toward Freckles, I aired some of my 
frustration.  “How can someone raise a kitten and then 
just dump it when it gets past the cute-kitten stage?  
Some people are such jerks!”

I thought about that for a moment and wondered if 
it was contagious.  Being a jerk, that is.  There seemed 
to be plenty around.

I finished brushing Freckles, then picked up the 
hated English saddle out of the tack room and put it up 
onto Freckles’ back, cinching it up just enough to keep 
it from slipping, but not tight enough to annoy him.  
Compared to the Western saddle I normally rode, it 
didn’t weigh much.

After putting his bridle on, I realized what I’d 
almost forgotten.  Pulling a hairband out of my pocket, 
I took a moment to run my fingers through my own 
hair, amused when I saw some of Freckles’ red hair 
mixed in with my long, dark, wavy mop.  I tied the 
mess back and jammed my riding helmet over it before 
leading Freckles out to the arena where I snugged the 
girth a little tighter and mounted up.
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Jeannie wasn’t just my instructor, she owned the 
place too, and she wouldn’t allow any of her youth 
riding students, whether they were riding English or 
Western, to ride without a helmet.

“What took you so long?  I thought maybe you had 
decided to body clip that hairy beast before coming 
out of the barn,” Jeannie called from across the arena 
where she was schooling one of her training horses.

I wasn’t sure if she was being funny or if she was 
annoyed.  And after Lane’s obnoxious remarks earlier, 
it bothered me to hear her refer to Freckles as a hairy 
beast, even though he was hairy.

In explanation, I simply responded, “You have a 
new cat.”

“Somebody dumped another one?” she asked, 
trying to sound disgusted.  But the reality was, she 
loved her barnful of cats and never truly seemed to 
mind getting more.

“A very mouthy yellow male.”  Tentatively, I added, 
“I named him Threepio.”

“Perfect!” she laughed.  The laughter definitely 
sounded genuine.  “Well, we’ll give Threepio a few 
weeks.  If he has survived all the local coyotes by then, 
I’ll take him to the vet for shots and tutoring.”

She meant “neutering,” I know, but she never 
wanted to say words like that in front of us kids.  
Personally, I thought that was funny, considering how 
many times I’d heard her cut loose with a string of 
cuss words when she’d hit her thumb with a hammer 
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Chapter 1 - A Moose and a Cat

while fixing a fence or when a horse had stepped on 
her foot.  Afterward, she would always apologize and 
tell whoever was in earshot that we shouldn’t use that 
kind of language, and that it was a lot easier not to use 
it if you simply didn’t start.

“Jeannie, do you really think Freckles can be a good 
show horse?  Does he have the looks for it?” I asked.

“Of course he does, or at least he will when you 
get him shed out and shining again.  He’s never 
going to be Halter Champion.  He doesn’t have the 
conformation—the build—for that.  But he’s a nice 
enough looking horse.  And he’s a good mover with a 
good attitude.  From my own point of view, I’d rather 
have a good-minded, athletic horse like him than 
a halter horse any day.  I prefer riding them to just 
leading them.”

That was reassuring anyway.  Then I asked her 
something else, something I hoped would get me out of 
this uncomfortable mess.  “Are you sure I can borrow 
this English saddle for the whole show season?”

“Of course you can use it.  It’s an older one, but 
it fits you and your horse okay.  Just take good care 
of it; keep it cleaned and keep leather conditioner on 
it.  That’s all I ask.”  As an unnecessary afterthought, 
she added, “And don’t you go buying a saddle without 
getting my approval first.  There are too many details 
about getting a good, rideable English saddle that you 
don’t know yet.”

“Oh, I won’t,” I guaranteed her.  That was a promise 
I had no intention of breaking.  Ever.
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“Darn it!” she shouted angrily, remembering to 
watch her language, “I told him not to come back 
here!”  Tearing her gaze from the black Ford truck 
that was pulling into the long driveway, she glanced 
at me and said, “Start warming your horse up.  This 
won’t take long.”  She trotted toward the driveway, her 
long red hair tumbling loose as her sun visor fell off.  
No riding helmet for her.

Content to be alone with my horse, I walked him 
once in each direction around the dirt area that made 
up the arena, letting him look at the sights.  There 
wasn’t a fence around the arena.  Jeannie didn’t want 
her horses—or riders—dependent on a fence.

The enormous space was a little bit different each 
day, sometimes with trail obstacles, small jumps, 
or both, scattered around it; or on occasion, com-
pletely empty.  Some women liked to rearrange fur-
niture.  Jeannie liked to rearrange arenas.  “I want 
the horses to have a fresh look at things every day,” 
she said.  “I don’t want them being bored, or, worse 
yet, complacent.”

Only after Freckles had scoped it all out each 
day was I allowed to put him into a trot.  We trotted 
around the arena, circling and reversing around the 
various obstacles, stretching Freckles’ muscles—
and mine—while getting him listening to my aids.  
“A warm-up isn’t just physical,” Jeannie was fond 
of saying.  “It’s mental, too, for both you and your 
horse.  Use it to make sure you’re tuned in to each 
other.”

Copyrighted Material
Some pages are omitted from this book preview.



11

Chapter 1 - A Moose and a Cat

Freckles was definitely tuned in!  He responded 
instantly to my aids:  each small movement of my hands, 
any extra ounce of pressure from my legs, the slightest 
shift of my weight, and even the tone of my voice.  The 
English saddle didn’t seem to make a difference, as far 
as he was concerned.  But it had been an adjustment for 
me.  It seemed weird not having a saddle horn in front 
of me.  And the shorter stirrups caused me to use some 
thigh muscles that, I discovered, weren’t as fit as they 
needed to be.  The insides of my knees were sore, too, 
where some of the skin had gotten rubbed off.  When 
I complained about them, Jeannie referred to them as 
“fried knees” and said that if I rode in English riding 
breeches, that wouldn’t happen.  But since I didn’t own 
any, I was just going to have to toughen them up.

After we had trotted for a while, I asked him to 
canter off on his right lead.  He immediately rocked 
back on his hindquarters and pushed off into a canter 
that was only a little too enthusiastic.  That’s the one 
complaint my instructors always have about him.  He’s 
a seriously enthusiastic horse.  His response to pretty 
much everything is done with too much power and 
too much bounce to the ounce.  But personally, that’s 
something I love about him.  He makes me feel as if 
I’m sitting on a keg of dynamite ready to explode!  But 
I know he won’t.  All that power inside of him is just 
waiting to do what I ask.  We’re a team, and that’s an 
amazing feeling.

I think his attitude actually scares other people 
though, even good riders like Jeannie.  She got on 
him one day to show me exactly how she wanted me 
to guide him through a difficult trail obstacle.  But 
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after only three steps, she got a funny look on her face, 
dismounted, and said, “Um, I think you should do 
this yourself while I explain it.  You’ll, um, you’ll learn 
more that way.”  I ducked my head away from her while 
I nodded so she wouldn’t see me giggling.  And to be 
honest, I was glad she didn’t want to ride him, because 
I don’t actually want anyone on him except me.

I heard the Ford peel out of the driveway, throwing 
gravel up behind it, while Jeannie shouted words I 
couldn’t quite make out, which was probably just as 
well or she would have felt obligated to apologize to 
me for her language again.  Then she turned and long-
trotted back to the arena on her mare.  As she got close, 
she dismounted, picked up her visor, and put it back 
on her head to shade her eyes from the late afternoon 
Nevada sun.  I saw her take a deep breath and turn 
off her angry ex-wife attitude in favor of her calm, in 
control, riding instructor face.

I found myself taking a deep breath and relaxing 
too, in relief.

“We should make a lot of progress over spring 
break,” Jeannie started.  “I really do think you can be in 
the running for the Youth All-Around Championship 
this year.  That’s my goal for you.  You were thirteen 
the first of the year, right?”

“Yes.  I won’t be fourteen until June,” I responded.
“Whatever.  For the horse shows, your age on 

January first is all that counts.  You’ll be one of the 
younger riders in your age group.  But I still think you 
have a chance.  So, okay...when you go home today, you 
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write that goal—Youth All-Around Champion—on a 
sticky note and put it on your mirror where you’ll see 
it every day.”  She looked me in the eyes, her own blue 
eyes flashing with intensity, and said, “I mean that.  I 
want you to focus on being a winner.”

She waved me out toward the rail, the imaginary 
one, to start the lesson.

�
That evening, I wrote the sticky note as ordered, 

and I tried to think positively about being a winner, 
but Lane’s mean words about Freckles had butted their 
way back into my head.

“I thought you were supposed to be a cowgirl.  Why 
would you put a stupid little English saddle on a big, 
ugly moose like your horse anyway?”

His words seemed to be stuck in an endless 
feedback loop, keeping me awake and angry.

Finally, some coyotes started howling.  It sounded 
like they were close by, although I could never really 
tell.  I thought about poor little Threepio and hoped 
he was hanging out in the barn or the hayshed with 
Jeannie’s other cats and staying safe.  Thinking about 
the little cat interrupted the replays of Lane’s mean 
words and I finally drifted off to sleep.

�
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My stories are largely based on my own and/or my 
riding students’ experiences.

Throughout my entire life I’ve been blessed to learn 
from top horsemen and horsewomen in various fields, 
including reining, jumping, colt-starting, three-day 
eventing, and timed events.  There are some things 
that seem to be common across all the disciplines:
•	The more you learn, the more you will realize you 

need to learn.
•	The goal is to develop your horse into your partner.  

Listen to him/her and always communicate in a 
way that the horse can understand. A scared or 
upset horse (or student) cannot learn.

•	Individuals learn differently, and if the method 
you’re using is upsetting your horse or student, it’s 
on you to figure out a way to make things clear to 
them.

About the Author
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•	Along with fair, clear communication, there must 
also be time for the horse and student to think and 
understand.
Learning is, indeed, a lifelong commitment, and I 

continue to learn as I continue to teach and to write.

�
• When some bull riders started ragging my husband 

(actually, fiancé in those days) and me about our 
“sissy English saddles,” we stepped off our horses, 
walked over to their mechanical bucking bull, then 
rode it, each of us for the full eight seconds.  The 
guys were a good deal more respectful after that.
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