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Melissa Hosch

Wild Fire

As I led him out of the pasture, I couldn’t help crying. I couldn’t 
put it off anymore. I needed to make sure Dad did something, 

and I knew what that something would be. As I glanced at Wild 
Fire, I knew that this was the end. He didn’t have much time left. 
As much as I wanted to keep him around, I needed to make sure 
that today my Fire would no longer suffer. My eyes stung, and the 
world around me was blurred. Occasionally, a drop would leave 
my eyes and travel down my cheeks. Inside my chest, my heart 
was breaking.

It was a Wednesday night, and I had to go to my fifth grade CCD, 
religion class. That night all the classes went to church for mass. 
I don’t remember much about that, but I do remember kneeling 
and silently praying, “Please, God, let Dad be getting the horses 
tonight. Please, please, please. I won’t ask for anything else. Just 
please, oh, please, let Dad decide to go pick up the horses tonight.” 
My older sister had gotten a horse as a present one Christmas, and 
I eventually became interested in horses as well, and my dad had 
decided that I could have one. After months of searching, he had 
finally found not one, but two new horses. Dad had plans to pick 
up the horses that night unless something happened on the farm 
that would require his attention. I had been waiting for what felt 
like forever to get a horse, and I was desperate to finally see them. 
I repeated my silent litany for the whole mass. 

During the ride home, I couldn’t sit still. Would the horses be 
there? There was no way of knowing until I got home because my 
mom, who was driving, taught the fourth grade CCD class. Would 

I finally see the horse that Dad had gotten for me? What was this 
horse like? What color was he? Was he pretty? Would he be nice 
and wonderful or a miserable grump that required a lot of force to 
convince to do anything? So many questions whirled in my mind, 
and my stomach felt like a hard rock. 

Finally, the interminable ride was over, and I was home. I 
rushed through the door into the house and Dad told me, “Go 
check the floor,” a location just past the backyard. The backyard 
sloped down, had a brief flattened area, then sloped again to the 
land that contained the machine shed, granary, pastures, and the 
floor. The floor was cemented with a roof over part of it. At times, 
it has been either a pen for weaned calves or connected to part of 
the horse pasture. After making sure the yard light was on, I ran 
down the hills to see the horses. 

In a circling mass were three horses in two groups. Socks, my 
older sister’s horse, was moving by himself, and there were two 
brown horses moving around on the opposite side of the floor. 
They were all agitated—Socks, because there were newcomers to 
his pasture and the other two because they were in a new place. 
It was like watching a synchronized dance as they looped around 
the floor—circling the pen and each other. Both chasing and 
retreating, they would sprint as a group and then stop and whirl. 
Then they would be dashing off again. Around and around. Spin-
ning, stopping, swirling. Again and again. 

They were dazzling. 

The next morning, I was told I could choose which one I wanted. 
I knew just enough about horses to think I knew about horses. 
I had read many books about them. I knew about the different 
breeds: the morgan, saddlebred, thoroughbred, and many more. I 
knew that to make a horse go, you clicked your tongue and kicked 
his sides. To stop, you pulled back on the reins. I figured I wanted 
the younger one, who was fifteen. This horse was the gelding, or 
neutered male. “His name is Wild Fire,” I was told.

I loved that name. While I could have changed it, I never con-
sidered it. He has always been and always will be my Wild Fire.

Even now, I’m still absolutely convinced that Wild Fire was the 
smartest horse we’ve ever had, but we didn’t realize his brilliance 
at first. He just seemed like a troublemaker. When he was saddled 
up, he wanted to do one thing: run. My dad told me to stop being 
timid and “show him who’s boss.” I couldn’t manage it. By the end 
of any ride, Wild Fire would take control and dash back home, 
and I would be clinging to his back, trying not to fall off.

One morning, Dad sent me out to the cow pasture with Wild 
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Fire to wait for Jessica and Socks to round up cattle. I was impa-
tient for Jessica to arrive because Wild Fire was easier to control 
with other horses around. 

But she didn’t show up. The sun rose higher in the sky and 
Wild Fire became agitated. His gait was rough instead of smooth. 
He was constantly fidgeting. I walked him in circles and tried to 
soothe him, but I was getting worried. I wanted off. I tried to get 
him to hold still so I could dismount. I thought I had him under 
control, but once my attention had gone from holding him still 
to swinging my leg over his back, he yanked the reins from my 
hands and was in full gallop. The horse pasture was next to the 
cow pasture, with an electric fence separating them. Wild Fire 
ran right through it. The electrical current traveled through him 
and shocked us both. He started bucking, I lost my grip, soared 
through the air, and landed in the dirt.

When I opened my eyes, I noticed that it was a very pretty 
sky. Nice and blue. White, fluffy clouds roamed through it. I could 
hear Wild Fire greeting the other horses, and they went further 
into the horse pasture. I could hear the fence making some zap-
ping noises. My back ached from my hard landing. It wasn’t sup-
posed to be like this. I didn’t want to get up. I had failed. Horse 
riding was awful.

The second summer that we had Wild Fire, I learned about the 
Dubuque County Trailblazers and the horse camp they had at the 
Dubuque County Fair Grounds.

“Dad, can I go to horse camp?”
“You don’t even ride your horse.”
“Maybe I could learn to ride there?”
“I’ll make you a deal: you ride every single day this summer, 

and I’ll consider it.”
I agreed and took up his challenge.
 

I didn’t do anything fancy when I rode Wild Fire. I took him on 
the same trail each time. It was a really good trail for me because 
the first part was level with a wide, clear path through the corn 
field and I could let Wild Fire run. Eventually we’d reach the hill, 
and he’d run out of steam climbing it. He’d then be happy enough 
to walk and trot for the rest of the trail. The first few times I was 
uneasy, but eventually Fire and I settled into the routine. I started 
to fall in love with him.

Riding Wild Fire at a gallop could either be terrifying or 
awe-inspiring. At the beginning, it was terrifying. It was a reck-
less, heedless, push of muscles, and I had no idea what he was 
going to be doing. The ground sped along beneath us while his 

pace changed; it would quicken, or stutter, and at any moment he 
could stop, swerve, jump, or slow down. It was unpredictable. But 
when I started to work with Wild Fire, it was amazing. My heart 
sped up, and I could hear, “thu-thump, thu-thump.” Eventually 
I’d realize the sound wasn’t just my heart but the sound of Fire’s 
hooves, pounding into the ground. His motion was similar to that 
of a rocking horse with a back and forward motion and a consis-
tent rhythm that made it easier to shift my weight along with his. 
Meanwhile, the landscape zoomed by, and it was the closest thing 
to flying I have ever felt. Wild Fire showed it to me.

I loved horse camp. I returned four times, and I began to under-
stand just how amazing Wild Fire was. We formed a truce. Dad 
hated when I said that. He insisted that, as a rider, I should “show 
him who’s boss.” I stopped arguing the point and just nodded and 
ignored him. I realized that if I worked with Wild Fire, then I had 
a more enjoyable time.

My favorite moments at horse camp were when it was time to 
get our pictures taken with our horses. The professional photogra-
pher who came was the one who took yearly photos for my mom. 

“Hey there, Missy!” he would say—he was one of those adults 
who felt that my name should be shortened from Melissa to Missy. 
“Are you going to smile today?” I usually hated getting my photo 
taken. 

Most of the horses became frightened when they saw the pho-
tography equipment, and every year, the photographer had differ-
ent ideas to distract the horses and help keep them controlled. My 
first year at camp, he brought alpacas along, and in my last year 
there were assistants to help control the horses.

The first year, I was nervous. If the other campers were hav-
ing trouble with their horses, I was certain that Wild Fire would 
be trouble as well. I was shocked when he calmly entered the 
studio area, posed himself perfectly, dropped his head onto my 
shoulder, and pointed his ears towards the camera.

“You’re the only camper who is worse about taking a picture 
than their horse is,” the photographer teased me. I still can’t be-
lieve what a big ham that horse turned out to be.

As I became more confident about riding Wild Fire, I began to try 
new things. At horse shows, there are several different events. 
There are classes where the judges decide which horse looks the 
best, which horse behaves the best, and which horse and rider can 
follow a set of directions that was posted beforehand. Then there 
were the games, such as running a pattern around some barrels or 
poles. 
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Fire looked different. His fur coat was curly. I couldn’t recall 
his winter coat looking like that before, but it had been a rough 
winter and the fur didn’t seem that unusual. Spring came, and 
although Wild Fire shed his winter coat, his fur was still curly 
instead of smooth, and it wasn’t shiny. After a visit from the vet, 
I was told that Fire’s thyroid was the problem. I was supposed to 
give Wild Fire senior horse feed and mix in a powder that was 
supposed to help. Wild Fire didn’t particularly care for the senior 
feed, but he ate it, and aside from the curly hair, he seemed fine.

As the spring and summer flew by, I began to notice other 
things. He wasn’t himself. He was so mellow. I can still recall the 
last time I took him for a ride. It was late summer or early fall. I 
knew I’d be starting my senior year soon. I took him to our favor-
ite trail. It had been some time since we’d ridden it. Usually we’d 
work on something in the arena or ride the other trails, but I felt 
a need to take him onto our trail, the place where Fire and I began 
to build our friendship. He perked up a little when he recognized 
the trail and went from a sedate walk to a trot, and even a few 
strides at a canter. I could tell that he was really trying. Then he 
gave a big sigh and started walking again. This was not Wild Fire, 
not my little horse so full of energy. I could feel an ache in my 
chest and tears in my eyes. I knew his time was short. We didn’t 
make it to the hill. My Fire’s walk was so slow that I couldn’t bear 
to take him through the whole route. I turned him around and 
headed for home.

Even though I didn’t ride Wild Fire any more, I still spent as much 
time as I could with him. Every day, I had to bring him in from 
the pasture to feed him his powdered medicine. In the mornings, 
I had to rush so I could make it to school on time, but the after-
noons were a different story. 

I would walk out to the horse pasture and call, “Hey, Wild 
Fire!” 

His head would come up and my favorite moments were when 
he would look up at me, whinny a greeting, and then start walk-
ing towards me. When I reached him, I’d stroke his neck and 
pretend to clip a lead rope to him. I’d begin walking and I knew 
that his head would be at my shoulder, even though I had nothing 
to connect him to me but trust. He was a well-mannered horse 
when he was being led. Instead of trying to pull ahead or not 
move, he’d follow along at the pace I set, and he was always at my 
right shoulder. If I stopped, his nose would touch my arm, but he 
would not encroach into my space, and I was never worried that 
he would trample me. He would simply be there, waiting to see 
where I would go next.

The games were the events for which Wild Fire lived. I 
especially loved the poles event. In the event, a line of six poles 
were set up in the arena. The poles were set up like posts, and a 
rider could touch the top of a pole without bending down to reach 
them. The pattern was a straight run from one end of the arena 
to the other. Then the horse and rider would make a turn to head 
back the way they came, but instead of going straight, they would 
start to weave through the poles. On reaching the end, it would be 
another turn and more weaving. Once the poles had been wo-
ven through, it would be time for another dash to the end of the 
arena.  When it was my turn to run the pattern, I would turn Fire 
towards the poles and yell, “Yah!” I didn’t need to kick him. He 
knew what those poles were and was just as eager to go as I was. 
He’d go from a fast walk to a run as soon as he was turned in the 
right direction and would be in full gallop as soon as the words 
had left my mouth. Fire would make a dash to the end of the 
arena where the first pole had both our attentions. He would slow 
just enough to make the turn and then begin weaving through the 
poles. When we reached the end, it was another quick turn and 
back through the poles we’d weave. One last turn and then the 
race to the end. Running the poles was amazing. I’m convinced 
Wild Fire could have run the pattern on his own, but he gracious-
ly shared the experience with me. I’d hold onto the saddle’s horn 
with one hand and the reins with the other. I also gripped Wild 
Fire as hard as I could with my thighs. 

Running poles was like entering another world. It was one 
where only Wild Fire, myself, and the next pole existed.  There 
was a world of people outside the arena that didn’t exist for Fire 
and me. It was intense, and all of Wild Fire’s and my focus was 
spent on the poles. For those precious seconds, our minds were in 
sync. We had one goal, and we both knew what it was: the next 
pole. When we were making our mad dash at the beginning of the 
pattern, I would be leaning over Fire’s neck, moving with him, 
running with him. When we hit the first turn, I would lean back 
and shift my weight into the turn. The poles would go by quickly. 
We’d shift left then right then left again. Quickly and without 
pause. Moving as one being. 

Eventually, we would finish the pattern and our private world 
would be shattered. Other people would exist and the connection 
between the two of us would be broken. I would try to stop Wild 
Fire before we ran into the fence. He always managed to stop or 
swerve. I, on the other hand, wasn’t so lucky and crashed into the 
fence a time or two. The laws of gravity can be rough on a person.

The winter of my junior year in high school, I noticed that Wild 
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I’d lead him out of the pasture and tie him to the hitching rail. 
I then gave him his bucket of grain and grabbed the brushes and 
hoof pick from the tack shed.

“Alright, handsome. Let’s get you cleaned up.” 
Humming quietly, I would work the first brush in soft circles 

through his fur to dislodge any dirt. I’d start at his shoulder then 
move to his chest. Next I’d brush his belly and back and finish up 
at his rump, all while Fire was eating his grain. “Time to get your 
other side,” I’d tell him, as I kept one hand on his rump and moved 
behind him. I’d then repeat the process.

In no hurry, I would switch brushes. The second one would be 
worked in the direction his fur grows and remove the dirt. With 
his fur clean, I would switch to removing the tangles from his 
mane and tail with the last brush. Wild Fire barely paid atten-
tion. The grain was more fascinating than the process of a groom-
ing, but he would stand quietly with only the occasional shift of 
weight or the swish of his tail. 

The last tool from the shed was the hoof pick. It’s a piece of 
metal that’s got a sharp but broad point on one end and a bend 
a little ways down from that point. It’s used to remove dirt and 
stones from a horse’s hooves. When cleaning a hoof, you have to 
be very careful. You want to remove all the dirt without dig-
ging into the hoof and causing pain or, even worse, an injury. It 
requires a careful hand. Wild Fire was good about shifting his 
weight so that I could pick up his hoof, but I would have to work 
quickly because if he became impatient, he would try to shift his 
weight so that I was supporting him. He could get pretty heavy.

Once the hooves were cleaned, I was finished grooming Wild 
Fire. Sometimes I was completely finished with him and would 
return him to the horse pasture. But sometimes, I would grab a 
five-gallon bucket, set it near him, and use the bucket to climb 
onto his back. I had never ridden Fire bareback. He was a handful, 
and the security of a saddle helped prevent me from having more 
falls than I did. But it was nice to just sit there.

He was warm. I’d run my hands down his neck. “I wish I 
could take you for a ride, Ponyboy. It’d be nice to feel the wind 
again. But I suppose that’s asking too much. I’m worried about 
you.” 

I’d continue talking. It didn’t really matter what I was say-
ing. Wild Fire’s ears were turned back to me. I had learned that a 
horse’s ears tell a lot about what the horse is thinking. If they have 
an ear turned to you, then you know that he is paying attention to 
you. 

Other times I would scoot back and lie down on top of Wild 
Fire. I’d close my eyes and just feel myself and him. He’d just 

quietly stand. Occasionally, he’d shift his weight from one foot 
to another. His tail might swat at a fly. We were together in that 
instant. It was so peaceful. I could have stayed that way forever.

As the year progressed, I noticed that Wild Fire ate less and less 
of the grain. His coat remained coarse and curly, and every day, 
he seemed to have less energy. He was fading, and fading fast. I 
knew that he would be gone soon, but I didn’t want to admit it. I 
couldn’t imagine not having Wild Fire waiting for me.

I told Dad that something needed to be done about Wild 
Fire. He kept putting me off. “Sure, I’ll get to it,” he’d say, and 
then become so busy he’d forget. Secretly, I was relieved. I hoped 
there might be a miracle cure for him, and every day he was still 
around was another chance for that miracle to happen. But one 
morning, I looked at Wild Fire, and I knew. This could not con-
tinue. I could see his ribs, his hips, and all of his bones. His head 
hung almost to the ground. He didn’t greet me. And his eyes. They 
were so dull. So listless. I began leading him from the pasture. He 
moved so slowly. Each footstep seemed to take an eternity, but I 
wasn’t going to rush him. School was unimportant. There was just 
him. It took me over half an hour to journey with Wild Fire from 
the pasture to the hitching post. A journey that used to take about 
a minute. I knew without even trying that Wild Fire would eat 
nothing. So I wrapped my arms around his neck, buried my face 
in his fur, and cried. They were not silent tears, but big, heart-
wrenching cries. I knew that this was it. This was the end, and, 
although I knew it was coming, I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want this. 
The Fire just stood. He didn’t have much interest in anything. His 
head hung low to the ground as if the weight of holding it was too 
much to bear. I couldn’t stand it. This was not Wild Fire. As much 
as I didn’t want for him to be gone, I knew that I couldn’t do this 
to him anymore. I hugged him close one last time and then I left. 
And I couldn’t bring myself to look back at him. That was not 
how I wanted to remember him.

I walked into the house and found Dad. I had to make him 
understand. Understand that it was time for Wild Fire to go. “You 
need to do something about Wild Fire.”

“OK. I’ll get to it.”
“No, now. He’s tied up at the hitching rail. You need to do 

something about it today.”
I took Dad by surprise. I rarely stand up to him, but I couldn’t 

let Wild Fire continue on like this. It wasn’t fair for him. I could 
feel more tears in my eyes, and my chest hurt, but I knew that I 
had done what I could for him.

Then I went to school.
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The whole day I wanted to cry. My heart was breaking. I 
didn’t tell anyone what was going on. If I did, I would break down 
into tears. I couldn’t let that happen. I didn’t think anyone would 
understand. I knew when I got home Wild Fire would no longer 
be there, but I also knew it was for the best. I couldn’t stand to 
think about him fading like that. My horse who loved to chase the 
wind could no longer do so. 

When I got home, I learned that I was right. He was gone. I 
didn’t really care to know more than that.

Kassidy Hanson
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