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Lissie snuggled up and laid her head on her mom’s lap. Her mother drew the damp curls at the nape of
Lissie’s neck, across the palm of her hand to dry them. Lissie’s delicate fingers studied the small velvet
trees on her mother’s skirt, each one dotted with tiny bright thread tassels and beads. Soon, Lissie’s
cheek was settling in on her mom’s soft lap. Time passed, and there was only a quiet hum in the air.
Suddenly, Lissie rolled onto her back and looked up into her mother’s eyes. “Tell a story, Mom,” she
said, as if her mother had forgotten what she was supposed to do.
Her mom took in a long slow breath and looked around the room as if there were shelves of ideas to
choose from. “There’s the one about the lion and the horse. It’s the story of a Christmas lion, ” her
mother said.
“That’s the one,” Lissie whispered and she rolled back onto her side and drew up her knees.
Her mother’s stories always started the same way, “There’s the one about the fish or the cow, or the lion
and the horse, ” and Lissie could pick the animals she wished to hear about.
When Lissie asked to hear a story over again, her mother would say, “How does that story go?” Lissie
was quite the storyteller herself. The stories Lissie asked her mother to repeat became legends. Lissie
liked the legends best. Some of them continued to be told over years, but the story of the lion and the
horse was told only once. It seemed more like a magical secret than a story.
“Many, many years ago…” her mother started, as if she were remembering. “…There was a lion, that
lived right in the heart of America. This lion had some tattered spots and some saggy places, but he was
still very handsome. In fact, he was more than handsome. He was majestic.”
“Did he grrrroowwwl?” Lissie asked.
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“Oh yes! He growled, groaned, moaned, roared and even made a sound like a bark. He could be a
talkative fellow. Of course his sounds were much bigger and deeper than the sounds that West makes.”
Their kitty, West, was snoozing beside Lissie. “Just like how you thought the water sounded ‘deep’ in
that cave we explored last summer.”
“His voice resonated,” Lissie said proudly. She remembered that word, she liked it and she knew what it
meant.
“Yes, it resonated, ” said her mother.
This lion had never roamed the African plains, nor could he even remember them. But his mother
could remember the golden savannas of Africa, and the lion could remember his mother. He remembered
her smell and the name she had given to him. He remembered her murmuring him to sleep, reciting their
history that always began with his being born free in their home place, a sound deep in his mother’s
throat that entered the young lion’s heart like a drum beat.
His mother told him that lions had lived among humans as their respected friends in the ancient days,
worlds before this world; so long ago, that humans have forgotten that it was ever like that. The lions had
to move away from the humans, because of how they behaved. Now, the only lions that live with humans
have been captured, his mother said. He knew what that meant. It meant you had to live in a cage.
After the lion cub was taken away from his mother, which is another thing that can happen when you
have been captured, he lived with Mark and Sue, and their old pet chimpanzee, named Sheila.
Mark named the lion Fido. Fido tried to whisper in their ears, the name his mother had given to him,
but they never understood. Sheila, the chimpanzee, would spin around in circles when he whispered in
her ear. She was always fun. She loved to groom and comb Fido, which became quite a job as his mane
grew in, but Sheila was patient. Her constant gentle attention brought calm to the young lion.
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Mark and Sue had a garden behind their house with high brick walls. Sheila and Fido slept outside
every night that it wasn’t raining. Next door lived a peacock named Jack, and a miniature horse named
Allejandra. When they first met, Fido was so small that he could walk underneath Allejandra. Everyone
thought that it was so cute to see the lion and the horse play together and they praised Fido for his
gentleness. Fido loved Allejandra, so he was on his best behavior whenever she came to visit, because he
did not want to frighten her. One day, Jack flew onto Sheila’s branch, screeching that Allejandra had
been sold. From then on, Jack spent most nights in the company of Sheila and Fido, sharing stories until
the last one of them drifted off to sleep.
Many years passed, and Fido believed that he would live with Mark and Sue forever. Then Mark
became very sick. Fido understood why Sue’s crying had no end. Fido knew that Mark would not get
better. He knew by the way Mark smelled. Fido knew a lot of things by smell.
Still, Fido did not know that Sue would send him away, not until the day that the man with the long
truck came, promising that Fido’s life would be beyond wonderful. And frail little Sue seemed to believe
him, though Fido could smell the acrid fume that trails untrue words.
Fido’s crate was hoisted into the back of the truck, as the high-pitched cries of Sheila, called
desperately to him from inside the house. Fido looked to Sue but she had turned away without a word.
Fido felt desperate.
“Who will watch over Sue and Sheila if your Fido is not here! I will never get in a cage again!” Fido’s
feelings came forth in a huge RRRRROAARRRRR! Fido himself had never heard such a sound, from so
deep inside himself. And he could feel his sound reaching Sue, but she would not turn back. The salty
smells of her sorrow and fear, rubbing against each other, came to meet Fido as the truck door slammed.
He felt so alone that his huge body shuddered.
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Then the truck started, and he rode in the dark. Where he was going, Fido did not know. Nor did he
know what would happen to him. He knew only that this man with the long truck would not keep his
promises. That, Fido could smell.
The truck drove and drove. After a few days, Fido knew that he was never going back to his home. He
had dirtied his cage, and there was never enough to eat. Fido was too hot in the day, and too cold at
night. He had been thirsty since before Sue had led him into his cage.
As the days passed, the man grumbled more and more, and the meat he threw into Fido’s cage became
less and less. The deepest sorrow grew in his big heart, and Fido knew for himself why the ancient lions
had moved away from humans.
Then, one icy morning, the man opened the back of the truck and turned on a hose. He sprayed Fido,
leaving only a small puddle on the cage floor. Fido was very thirsty. He had tried to catch the water in his
mouth, but he was afraid of water that felt so hard and cold that it hurt.
The man closed the truck, drove a short distance over some bumpy ground, turned the truck around,
and stopped. Immediately, he opened the back of the truck and left. Fido licked his wet coat. After the
man had been gone for some time, Fido began to relax. He breathed in the fresh morning air.
Across from him, at the other side of a wide path, people were backing their trucks up to face Fido.
They unloaded a young female llama. She looked Fido right in the eyes, as if she had known him forever.
She said nothing and hid nothing. She only looked at him, and he took comfort in her steady presence.
Fido’s mother had taught him that you could become friends with any creature, if you had the
opportunity. His mother said that real friendships are made in the world of the heart, and there, real
friends can always walk together. Fido missed his friend, Sheila. He thought of her, sitting in bed,
patting Sue, who Fido knew was still crying.
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The man with the llama also had a droll and distinguished goat who loved to talk, and an iridescent
bright-eyed pheasant. The truck beside them had squealing little potbelly pigs, and people were
beginning to pass by. The sweet smell of animals, wafted past Fido’s cage. The morning sun warmed his
golden fur and Fido and the llama gazed at each other.
Fido could see the animals across from him, but he could not see the animals to his side, so he listened
carefully to the excited sounds. There was definitely a peacock among the bunch. Fido knew that
sound! That same nagging scream sounded just like Jack! Of course, each bird’s song is unique, so Fido
knew that the bird beside the truck was not Jack. Still, the peacock’s sound comforted Fido, so he
called out warmly, in the same low moan that he had always used to greet Jack.
Jack had proudly considered it his job to observe everyone and everything. Jack said that wherever
you might be, you could bet there was a bird close by, keeping an eye on things. And if there weren’t, it
was a shame, because it meant things were not being properly watched over. Jack was sure of that. He
said that birds had been keeping their eyes on things for as long as forever. As these memories of Jack
passed over Fido’s heart, he moaned even louder to the peacock near by.
The two were getting quite loud, when an old woman popped her head around the back of the truck.
She softly spoke Fido’s name, which she read off the label on his cage, “Fido, I’m trying to quiet my
peacock, and you two are getting louder and louder. Could you please be very quiet?”
No person had spoken so directly to Fido in many days, and he was very grateful to be acknowledged.
Fido grew still. The peacock settled down. And the sunshine and the companionship were sweet. Fido
and the llama looked into each other and breathed peacefully.
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Then the man returned, and leaned against the back of the truck. He swigged from the foul smelling
bottle he kept in his pocket. Many people stopped and looked at Fido, and the man would tell them all
the ways they could make money with a lion. But always the people moved on.
When the sun was high overhead, a young woman came along and stopped in front of the llama. The
way she touched the llama made Fido’s heart swell. The woman bought her, and the llama was led away,
vanishing before his eyes, like a ripple in a stream.
As the afternoon drew on, the man grew more and more sullen. He no longer wanted to talk to the
people who stopped. No matter what he said, he sounded angry. He told one farmer how he could dig a
moat around his house, and put the lion in it. Then his neighbors would never bother him. The farmer
only laughed. He said he liked his neighbors, and moved on.
Just then, the old woman poked her face around the back of the truck again. She looked at Fido and
spoke his name, which she had remembered. She said plainly to the man, but still looking at Fido, “The
price you’re asking is more than most people around here have.” That didn’t sit well with the man, and
Fido began to wonder if he would get any dinner. Then the old woman turned to the man, “I have that
much money in the bank. Tomorrow is Sunday, and Monday is Christmas. If you’ll deliver him to my farm
on Tuesday afternoon, I can pay your price.”
Then she leaned in close to Fido’s face and said “I never thought I would be getting a lion for
Christmas.” Fido felt very special suddenly, and he wanted to go with her.
By now many of the trucks had pulled away, and fewer people were stopping. The man agreed, and
the old woman drew a map to her farm. She blinked her goodbye to Fido and was gone.
The man stared at the small round signature of Jane Riley and a detailed map, scrawled on a piece of
cardboard. Then some more people stopped, and the man tried to sell Fido to them. Fido was glad when
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the truck closed on him that night. Fido could hear the man grumbling, so he knew that there would be
no dinner.
That night was very long for Fido, as were the next day and night. The man never came to feed him.
By three o’clock on Monday afternoon, Fido began to believe he might die in the back of that truck.
Then Fido heard some children. He knew they would help him. He began to make as much noise as he
could. The children ran to get their parents, and the parents called the motel manager, who had to leave
his Christmas dinner. He knocked on the man’s motel door long and hard, to notify him of the problem.
Fido did not know all this. He only knew that the children had helped him, that the truck was moving
now, and that his roaring had made his hunger greater. For a long time, the truck rumbled up and down
over bumpy roads. They drove through water more than once. They turned so many times, that Fido’s
sense of direction was swept away, making him feel as if he were tumbling into the center of the earth. It
was a safe feeling though, and all of a sudden Fido knew he was there. He was right. They had turned
into Jane’s farm.
It was still a few minutes drive to the house, over a small stream and down a hill. Then he heard Jane’s
glad voice. After some moments, she directed the man to back the truck into her barn. When the truck
was opened, the first thing Fido saw was Jane smiling at him. The warmth of the barn reassured and
comforted Fido.
“Stay in the truck,” Jane stated confidently to the man, “I’ll let you know when to move it.” ,Fido
watched Jane piling hay at the back of the truck. Then she opened his cage. “Come on Fido”, she
whispered, and she watched his stiff body jump down into the dried grass, sweet with the smell of last
summer’s field.
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The truck pulled out, and the barn doors closed. Even Jane left. There was a big trough filled with
fresh water. Fido checked out every corner of that barn. There were no other animals, but there were
exciting smells. He had found his own spot, and was licking himself clean, when Jane brought his dinner
and left again.
Jane did not know whether Fido had ever hunted for his own food, but she knew he was very hungry.
So she decided that if he hadn’t hunted before, this might be the best moment to introduce him to the
taste of wild game. He could not remember ever having a meal like that, but for some reason, he thought
of his mother as he ate, and he felt very safe. To him, it was the best meal he had ever had.
Fido did not know that Jane had taken the first step in teaching him to hunt. The only thing Fido
knew for sure about Jane that night, was that she trusted him, and that she was pleased with her
Christmas lion, as she called him. Fido had heard of Christmas before. He remembered Sue and Mark
decorating his mane, and giving him special toys on that day. But now, Christmas meant something else,
something that was great enough to reach everywhere.
The following afternoon, Jane opened a door on the sunny side of the barn, and Fido looked out into
his new home. It was a large pen that ran all the way up the hill into the woods. He felt good to be in
Jane’s care, and he walked gladly into his big pen with Jane behind him.
On that hillside, Jane and Fido would get to know each other. Jane was both steady and patient
when she wanted to teach Fido something. She was perpetually affectionate, and always honest.
Almost from the day Fido arrived, Jane was making plans to expand his pen. The first expansion gave
him ten more acres of hillside and valley with the creek crossing it.
Jane had had some experience with large cats, but she wanted to understand Fido in particular. He
was certainly unique. She was told that he had been raised by a chimpanzee. After the expansion of his
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pen, she noticed that Fido sat in the same place on the hillside every afternoon, looking out over the
valley. It seemed a rather uncomfortable location, so Jane was curious about Fido’s choice. She joined
Fido each afternoon, and in fact, the hill was so slanted at that point, that if Fido dozed off, even for a
moment, he would start to slide down the hill. Still, this was the place he seemed to like best, and he
could not be lured to another spot. Following Fido’s gaze out across the land, Jane discovered that from
this vantage point, the fence line could not be seen. The wild plum grove obscured the fence, until it
dipped behind a brushy area. This was the only place from which it would look to Fido as if he were not
fenced in. Jane became convinced that he cherished this location because of the sense of freedom he
felt there, so she decided to allow Fido outside of the pen, as long as she was with him.
Jane knew within days that she had made the right decision, because she saw a change in how quickly
Fido took to the hunting skills she had hoped he could learn. Fido wanted to please Jane, because she
had heard his heart’s cry. In fact, Fido became an ingenious hunter, though he was only interested in
small game, and refused to eat anything larger. He had his ways.
Jane and Fido observed each other with love and respect. They listened to each other, and each was
grateful to know the other. And so it was, that their seasons passed into years, watching sunsets
together from the porch on Jane’s little cabin. Always, Jane talked about more land for Fido and
eventually she had expanded his fenced area to over thirty acres.
Often she spoke of a huge wilderness that was not far away. Someone had bought the land and it was
protected, Jane said, even from hunting and grazing for the next one hundred years. It pleased Jane so
much to live close to this vast wilderness, so it pleased Fido also. He liked it when Jane told stories over
and over, for that is the way, to remember that which is important.
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Even though Fido could enter the barn at anytime from his pen, he chose to spend most nights under
the stars. When he did go into the barn, he slept in the same place he picked the first night he came to
Jane’s. It was a stall that had the smell of an animal he liked very much. The smell reminded him of
Allejandra. Jane seemed very glad that Fido had chosen this spot, and she always kept the hay fresh.
On rainy afternoons, she would sometimes join Fido there. She told him that this was where her horse
had lived. Jane said, that her horse had passed away the spring before he came, and that she had had
her company for almost thirty years. Whenever Jane talked about her horse, the indescribable scent of
real-love would fill the stall, giving Fido the feeling that Jane and her horse could never be parted.
Jane was planning to extend Fido’s pen again, and Fido had begun to believe that he would stay with
Jane forever. Neither Jane nor Fido knew that their lives were about to change. But the day was not far
off when Jane’s family would call, needing her help.
“It will only be temporary,” she told Fido. She had made arrangements, she said. “I’ll be back to get
you,” she assured him, and buried her face in his thick mane, and cried her promise that she would be
back. Fido believed her, but the parting took a heavy toll on both their weary hearts.
Jane took Fido to stay with Mike and Valerie in a nearby town, and Jane flew to help her family. Fido
stayed in a cage in their backyard. Fido could see another fenced yard, and another fenced yard, and
another fenced yard, and that was as far as he could see.
When Fido first arrived, Valerie put a chair by his cage, and sat with him when she stepped out to
smoke. But after Mike told her that the neighbors were laughing at her for sitting with the lion all the
time, Valerie didn’t visit Fido anymore.
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Mike always fed Fido, but Fido wanted to hunt. Mike never came into the cage, because he was very
afraid. Fido’s cage was small. People came to stare at him. They threw things at him. They even poked
at him with sticks.
Only the sparrows and cardinals came to comfort Fido, for they saw that he was lonely. One sparrow
took particular interest, and would stay long after the other birds had cleaned up his crumbs and flown
away. Fido told the little sparrow all about Jane and being free. The sparrow told all his friends that
Fido had once been free, and the next day they were all chattering about it. Fido was moved to see how
important freedom was to these little birds when they could not even imagine what it would be like to be
kept in a cage. Fido told them that Jane was coming back for him. He just knew it.
One morning , Jane arrived, and entered his cage! She was there beside Fido before he could believe
it was not a dream. She said that it was Christmas, and they deserved to be at home on Christmas. Jane
said it had been half a year since the two had seen each other. It had been too long for both of them.
When they got home, Jane didn’t put Fido in his pen. They stayed together. They brought in a cedar
tree as they always did on this day, and Jane spooned her secret formula of soapy foam onto its
branches, so they appeared to be covered with snow. That night was a grand reunion between true
friends! Both had grown older in the time they were apart. Both had grown wiser as well. They saw all
this in each other’s eyes as they reassured each other.
Fido sat at Jane’s feet in their cozy house, and Jane talked to Fido very seriously. Jane had always
known that Fido could understand her, maybe not exactly the way a human would understand, but that
Fido understood her nonetheless. Jane told him that things had not changed for her. That she would
have to return to her family. Looking deep into Fido’s heart, Jane spoke these words, “You deserve to
be free, Fido, I will not leave you in a cage.”
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Fido blinked at her in a way she had always understood.
Jane continued, “Where the woods come down to your pen… if we follow the edge of that forest for a
couple of days and then cut south, we’ll come to the wilderness I’ve always talked about. It has over five
hundred thousand acres. There’ll be plenty of food if you hunt. We can start out in the morning. But
after we get there, I’ll have to leave you. You will have to stay there, Fido. I know that you would never
hurt a human, but I cannot be sure what they would do to you.”
Fido felt that he knew this place already, since Jane had talked about it so often. Now this wonderful
place was to be his home. They were quiet the rest of the night.
In the morning, Jane left the front door open as she puttered about packing her things. It took
almost an hour before Fido crossed that threshold into the sunshine. He wandered down to the creek to
drink the fresh cold water. The day was bright, as if a shadow that he hadn’t even known was there had
lifted.
He looked back at the house. Jane stood on their special porch watching him. Her pack was on her
back. He did not want her to worry, so he started right up the hill where she had told him to go. They
had walked that way before. When he got to the farthest place he had ever been with Jane, he saw right
away that the fence was already cut and pulled back. Jane was coming up the hill behind him and Fido
stepped through the opening without hesitation.
On they walked, at the best pace Jane could keep. Fido had feasted Christmas night, so he did not
need food. As it grew dark, Jane’s pace slowed. Her old eyes strained to be sure they followed the right
ridge and hollow. Fido stayed close to her, and she held onto him, twining her fingers nervously in his
thick mane. He watched her every step on that journey. Stiff as he was from the cage, Fido would have
carried sweet old Jane if she’d climbed on his back.
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When they rested, they made no fires and they slept only briefly. They passed close by a couple of
farms, but kept themselves well hidden. After three days, they reached a place that Jane marked with
three large rocks. “You must never come back, beyond these rocks.” They looked at each other.
“Every step we take from now on, Fido, we will be on your land.” She touched the earth, “Fido’s
home”, she said, and she touched his heart. They followed a creek for two more days and nights, until
they reached the heart of the protected wilderness.
All too soon, Jane was kneeling in front of Fido, “I must leave you, and you must stay here. Never go
back to the farm, Fido. This tree,” Jane said, touching a giant oak, “is the center of Fido’s home.” Then
she marked the ground. “Here we are,” she said. Then she drew a circle around that point. She set
three little stones on the rim of the circle. “This is the place that I marked with the big rocks. Stay inside
the circle. This is where you’ll be safest. Never go out of the circle.” Jane hugged and kissed her friend.
“Live free for as long as you can, Fido”, she said, and left him there. Fido watched Jane, looking
back every few steps, her eyes filled with tears, until she disappeared in the forest. He laid his head on
the earth, and listened to her parting steps. It was bittersweet for both of them. Still they knew that it
was right.
Fido felt as if his whole life had led up to this very moment. Fido said this to Jane, in his inner way. And
perhaps she understood, as her peppy little whistle sounded, out in the distance.
His first night, alone and free, was filled with a wild and sweet sensation. He caught his own dinner,
and felt satisfied. Jane would have been proud. He lay in the tall grass beneath two lone pines, listening
to their shushing sound, slipping into a silvery river of sleep, filled with the songs and chatter of his new
neighbors. When he woke, early the next morning, he felt so good, that just for a moment, he thought he
might be in his home place, where his mother said he was born.
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Following the edge of the grasses, he found a fine rock outcrop that led to a shallow cave. From that
outcrop the ridge continued to the southwest creating a protected crescent on the southern edge of the
grasses. The sun hit the flat rock early in the morning, making it a favorite sunning spot. It gave him a view
far past the two pines. It was just a short distance through a fine cedar thicket, back to the place where
Jane had left him. There, the creek passed by the ancient oak tree Jane had called the center of Fido’s
land. Fido’s home.
Sometimes when he lay under that oak, with the water gurgling by, he thought of Jane, but he was
not lonely. He had been lonely when they took him from his mother, he had been lonely when he had to
leave Sheila and Mark and Sue, and he was lonely when he was in Mike and Valerie’s back yard. Now, he
was free, and he was not alone.
The wilderness was filled with others. A family of foxes lived at the far end of the ridge. They had
shown him the far walk to the deep mud that could draw out the pain of a thorn, and they had shown him
the secret language in the curling of the leaves, which told how cold it would be getting. He liked them
very much.
Fido’s best friend was a huge black crow. She would squawk outside his cave every morning, to get
things going. She taught him how to communicate over distances, because crows are chatty and like to
stay in touch.
There was plenty of small game for Fido to hunt. Fido did go back to Jane’s house once. It was
about a month after they parted. She was not there, and he could see that she would not be back, so he
never went there again.
Fido always remembered what Jane had told him, so he stayed in his circle, but one day he wandered
a little further to the south than he had gone before, drawn by a faint scent that reminded him of his bed
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in Jane’s barn. Just as this sweet smell was starting to swirl around his head he strode into an opening,
and realized that he was looking right down on a little farmhouse. He immediately lay down in the waving
green grass and listened and watched.
After that, Fido came and watched again and again, though he knew it was dangerous. It was the
farmer’s horse he was watching, a dappled mare. He did not like how the farmer treated her, so he
wished that she was free. Fido tried never to come there in the day, because he knew that he must not be
seen, but whenever he wasn’t there, he thought of the mare and missed her.
Late one afternoon he arrived and found her grazing on the hilltop. He didn’t want to frighten her,
so he sat down where the mare could see him, and began to clean his paws. The wind carried his scent to
her. She stiffened with fright, but by that time he had tired of washing himself and had sprawled out on
his back to sleep, which showed her that he meant her no harm.
Fido had learned the upside-down-snoring-lion routine when he was little and he wanted Sheila to
play some more. She would always come over to see if he were really asleep. Of course, as lions always
have one eye open, Fido could watch the mare relax and go back to munching her grass. He liked the
sounds she made. He came back night after night to see her, and it wasn’t long before she befriended
him.
Fido knew from the stories that Jane had told him about her horse, that a mare is capable of great
love. Fido saw that the farmer had not loved the mare the way she deserved. Fido told the mare about
Jane. He told her that he had slept in the stall where Jane’s horse had lived, because he was comforted
by the sweet smell of her kind. When she heard this, her tail swished with gladness, because she knew
then that the lion wanted her to care for him.
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She had longed to meet one with a true heart, so from that point on, the two were often together. The
mare understood the lion right away, when he shared the name that his mother had given to him. And
when the mare whispered it back to the lion, he realized that he had not heard his own name once, since
he was parted from his mother. The mare said that it was the first time in many years that she had even
thought her own name. They were glad for each other.
One early morning just before dawn, as Fido rose to leave his mare’s side, she nudged him
with such affection that it was hard for him to set off and leave her. Fido paused, with the morning sky
beginning to glow behind him, and he looked into her eyes, and told her that he wanted her to be free.
After some time she answered, “I have lived here for so many years.” He could see that it was hard for
her, because she cared for the people who owned her, even the crabby old farmer who jerked on her
beautiful head, so he did not bring it up again. But it was not long before she mentioned it. And it was
not long after that, when she told him she would come with him.
They looked at each other. Her eyes were deep and kind, like Jane’s, like his mother’s. It was clear
that she loved the little valley she had lived in all her life, so he said nothing more. Some moments, there is
nothing to be said. Those moments can only be felt.
He walked to the far end of the pasture, where the ground was covered with leaves, and pushed
down an old rotten post, so that she could step over the fence. As they crossed over, she lowered her
head so that it was right beside his, and declared, “I have been going into the barn less and less over the
years. When it’s really cold, I prefer the cedar thicket.” Just then, the barbed wire pricked her in the soft
place above her hoof, and she hurried ahead.
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They walked a long way that night. Just before dawn, when they reached a clearing that she said was
like her hilltop, they lay down and slept. He licked the small cut where the barbed wire had caught her, to
be sure that it healed well and it was almost gone the next day.
The following night when they reached the two lone pines that he could see from his rock, she said,
“this is a good place,” and he told her that this was her new home. That night, she laid her head between
his great paws and asked him to chew off her halter. Afterwards, he washed her face with his big tongue,
which felt so good to her, because the farmer had never allowed her to be without the halter. His care
soothed her, and she fell asleep.
She woke once in the night, and realized that her lion was right beside her. She loved to gaze at him,
because he was very beautiful, with a head as big as the sky. She sighed in that sweet little way that
made her lips rumble. They watched the night together, and he told her who was making each of the
night calls that they heard. He also told her about the best place to be when the wind came from the
north, and about every path, and where it led. By the time she nodded off, she was already feeling
familiar with her new home.
She awoke when the wind stirred before dawn, and she was very hungry. The grass under the pines
was sweet and tender, and the limbs of the two spreading trees shaded her back, as the sun rose higher.
From the lion’s flat rock, jutting out in front of the cave, he looked out across the grasses, and watched
over the mare. He did not know how much the shape of those scraggly pines resembled the Acacia trees
that were silhouetted on the Savannah where he was born. When he watched the mare under the
outstretched boughs, he felt a fullness that his heart had not known.
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It reassured her to see him up on his rock, looking out for her. She grazed slowly towards him. He
joined her, and showed her the way through her new cedar thicket, to the flowing creek where the giant
oak stood. This is the place where all the animals drink, he told her.
The lion and the horse were quite the pair, strolling together, her head lowered, so they could whisper
to each other. She loved to scratch his back, just where he liked it, with her perfect teeth, and he
thought that she was as sweet as the spring that fed their creek.
Most nights the temperature was mild, and the lion and the horse slept in the sweet grass beneath the
pine’s black branches, filigreed across the moon. Some nights, they kept each other awake until dawn,
telling the histories that their mothers had passed on to them. If the night was too hot, they slept on the
knolls where each breeze could caress them. If it was too cold, they stayed together in the cave or in the
cedar thicket. They felt at home when they were together.
If the mare awoke, and didn’t know where her lion was, she would whinny his name out across the
grasses, and wait to hear the deep rumble that called her name. Then she would race in his direction,
holding her tail up in a white plume, and the earth would thunder under her gallop.
The crow immediately took to the mare, and followed her about. The lion and the horse both felt
themselves to be in the crow’s care., It took the mare a little longer to relax with the foxes, but she made a
gracious effort not to show her skittishness. Then, one morning, when the mother fox left her pups
alone, the little ones wandered from the den into the open. Knowing that the young are helpless, the
mare was watching. Just then, a coyote started across the far side of the grasses. The mare smelled him,
and moved closer to the unsuspecting cubs.
The mother fox also smelled the coyote, and returned to find her cubs rolling around between the
mare’s legs, as she stood guard. From that moment on, the two were friends, and the mare was often
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seen watching over the fox pups.
Lissie’s mother looked down at her daughter, and stroked her face gently. Lissie opened her sleepy
eyes. “Keep going Mom,” she whispered and her mother smiled.
If a person had come upon this place where the two pines stood together, in that wide stretch of
grass, in the heart of such a vast wilderness, it might at first have seemed like a lonely and desolate place,
but in fact it was a sweet community of friends.
On hot days, when it was time for a late afternoon water, and a rest in the cool woods, the lion, the
horse, the crow and the foxes could often be found resting in the deep bank of leaves by the water.
After the crow stopped her fussy bathing, and settled on a branch above, the lion and mare would share
memories of the people they had known. The crow had tales of her own to tell. It was obvious by the way
they told their stories that those who had known humans, missed them. The foxes had not known any
humans. but they had heard that they were to be feared. Only the story of Jane giving the gift of
freedom, here by the great oak, made them think that it could ever be otherwise. After the stories were
shared. and the group was rested, they would each go their own way.
And that was how it was, from then on. The lion would hunt, and the mare would graze, but never very
far from each other.
One cold morning, at that time of year when the sun comes up late, the lion and the horse strolled
down the misty hillside to get their morning drink together. The crow was already there with all her
relatives, and the mare showed a great interest in each one of them. Then the foxes came by, and they all
agreed that the snows would hold off for some time yet.
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That night, the lion and the horse grew still, lingering under the pines until very late. The night sky was
so blanketed with stars, that it seemed as if all of life were celebrating. The lion gently rested his chin on
the mare’s back, the way she liked it, and they gazed out over the silvery world together.
Just as his great head swayed with sleep, he wondered, if it might be Christmas. The lion could not
know which day on man’s calendar it was, but on his journey to freedom, this lion truly had learned the
meaning of Christmas, which is to love one another.
“And so it was that the lion and the horse lived a sweet life together, for theirs was a bond that would
only deepen.” Lissie’s mom’s voice trailed off slowly as she spoke these words. She felt her precious child
growing heavy with sleep, so she gently lifted Lissie’s head, and placed the pillow where her lap had been.
Lissie’s sleepy eyes opened and she looked at her mom, “I pray for everyone to feel the love that’s
inside…then all the animals would be safe.”
Lissie’s mother kissed her daughter’s warm pink cheek, and hummed a soft melody until Lissie’s
breathing became even and deep, as she drifted into sleep. West looked up for a second and then
snuggled back down beside Lissie and the house grew still on that Christmas night.

The End
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