
There was a time in my life when I had a very difficult time communicating

with people; even a seemingly simple exercise like writing this article

would have been difficult.  At the age of seven, I was diagnosed with

selective mutism, a form of severe anxiety when placed in a social

situation. This made it very difficult for me to communicate my thoughts

and feelings to others and led me to feel misunderstood and looked

down upon in many different settings. A neighbor introduced us to Haven

Acres when I was in 4th grade, and we decided it would be a good place

for me to grow as a person and strengthen my relationship with God.

On the day of the open house in 2017, I was very nervous. However, as

soon as we showed up, Jason welcomed us in and showed us around.

He made me feel important, and I knew that this would be a safe space

for me.  When the first day finally arrived, I was excited but still a little

nervous. We started with an introduction, and then we got to meet our

mentors. I instantly connected with JoAnn. Even though it took me time

to open up, she was very patient with my one-word answers and my

frequent head nods instead of answering the questions I was asked.

After we finished our chores for the day, it was time for us to meet our

horses. I was paired with Peppy. Peppy had a huge personality and was

very determined to get his way. At first it didn’t make sense for him to be

with me, a shy and very timid little girl, but now it all makes sense. 

In order for me to get Peppy to do what was best for us, I needed

confidence.  With the help of my mentor, JoAnn, and the guidance and

support of everyone around me, I was able to slowly start to gain the

confidence that I needed and open up to those around me.

Haven Acres quickly became the highlight of my week because it was a

place where I could feel understood and cared for while also having a lot

of fun working with horses. I quickly developed an unbreakable bond
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with my mentor. I learned to communicate my needs and loved to talk

with JoAnn while cleaning out the chicken coop.  I also developed a

deep connection with my horse. Peppy could always tell when I was

having a hard day, and he never failed to make it better. Together we

made a great team and were able to accomplish every challenge that

was handed to us. 

When the end of the summer arrived, it was time for the Round-Up. 

I invited all of my grandparents and my godparents to come watch

me. Even though the thought of me riding in front of everyone was a

bit daunting at first, I was quickly able to overcome that feeling and

had a blast. My family and I couldn’t believe how this program had provided

me with the tools I needed to become my true self all while nourishing my relationship with God.

The following summer I was so excited to go back. I continued with the program for the next four

years until Covid hit and we had to quarantine for the safety of ourselves and others. During my four

years in the program, I was able to blossom into the person I am today, the complete opposite of

who I used to be. I love to talk to people and hang out with my friends. Now I am a very outgoing

person who thrives off of social interaction. None of this would be possible without the support from

everyone around me at home and the people and animals at Haven Acres.

Finally able to emerge from our houses post Covid, I learned about a volunteer opportunity at Haven

Acres. I was thrilled at the idea of giving back to the place that had given me so many opportunities

and to be a part of the team that helped me and so many other kids find a safe space to grow and

learn while making so many amazing memories and connections to their mentors and horses.  Every

Tuesday night I serve as a maverick, and I can’t wait to keep making memories, continue my faith

journey, and grow in this amazing environment while helping other kids do the same.
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