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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR CODY’S WISH


“The rare book that makes you want to cry and cheer at the same time. Horse racing is full of longshots and impossible odds. Cody’s Wish tells a story that has the heart of a Thoroughbred champion and the soul that beats with the wings of angels. And it’s all true. This is so very special.” —Al Roker, feature and weather anchor, Today; cohost of third hour of Today


“‘There’s no quit in this horse and there’s no quit in that young man over there’—so reports Paul K. Halloran Jr. on the true story of a disabled boy and the racehorse he inspired in Cody’s Wish. Halloran’s comprehensive reporting takes readers behind the inspiring story into the lives of the brave boy and the talented Thoroughbred whose love for one another touched a nation.” —Sarah Maslin Nir, author of Horse Crazy: The Story of a Woman and a World in Love with an Animal and two-time finalist for the Pulitzer Prize


“The story of Cody Dorman and Cody’s Wish is one of the most unique and meaningful in Breeders’ Cup history. It was never just about a great horse winning great races but about the remarkable bond between a boy and a Thoroughbred whose purpose was bigger than the track. Paul Halloran has captured Cody’s legacy while chronicling the courage and resilience of the Dorman family. This book ensures that Cody’s light, his family’s love, and the bond that carried them all into racing’s history will never be forgotten. We are honored to see it shared with the world.” —Drew Fleming, CEO, Breeders’ Cup Limited


“Paul Halloran’s poignant book detailing Cody Dorman’s valiant fight for life brings full circle the story of Cody and his extraordinary friendship with this special horse. Cody and his family—Kylie, Leslie, and Kelly—embody the true meaning of ‘never give up.’ Halloran’s writing transcends mere moments, masterfully merging the Godolphin stallion’s fierce grit during his races with the kitten-like softness he displayed in Cody’s presence. Halloran transports us into the deeper realm of the horse and human spirit, a bond beyond measure.” —Jocelyn Russell, sculptor, Secretariat and Cody’s Wish monuments


“A profound story of a remarkable bond between a young man born with Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome and a courage-driven racehorse. The Saratoga Special veteran journalist Paul Halloran takes us on this emotional ride of life and loss, second chances, and the oh-so-powerful impact of love. Written with grace and compassion, Halloran opens the door on persons with disabilities, giving us a unique understanding, a view of hope, and the true belief that when the connection is real, hearts share the same beat.” —Kim Wickens, author of Lexington: The Extraordinary Life and Turbulent Times of America’s Legendary Racehorse


“Who could guess that giving Paul Halloran that Travers Day assignment would provide the perfect opportunity for just the right person to tell the story of Cody Dorman and his family and the great Cody’s Wish? Paul’s understanding, empathy, and enthusiasm for those involved come out masterfully in his writing, and this book is a must-read for anyone interested in racing. Even those without that passion for racing will be enthralled by this story of courage, compassion, and the unmistakable bond between a boy and a horse.” —Tom Law, managing editor, The Saratoga Special
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Foreword

ACROSS THIRTY-FOUR YEARS OF BROADCASTING FOR NBC SPORTS, I HAD THE privilege of covering the Olympic Games, the Kentucky Derby, the NFL, the NBA, and Notre Dame football. In a career that spanned fifty total years of sports telecasting, I reported thousands of stories, many both emotional and inspirational.


Given that, there is an irony that the most emotionally powerful story I ever had the chance to tell came after I had officially retired.


In October 2022, NBC Sports was preparing for its annual telecast of the Breeders’ Cup World Thoroughbred Championships to be held at Keeneland Race Course in Lexington, Kentucky. After my three-decades-plus stint with NBC Sports, I still knew many of the staffers there. One of them was Jack Felling, now a senior vice president at NBC Sports.


Felling is the best sports feature producer in the business and someone I had worked with many times in the past. Since I live in Lexington and all the NBC folks were in town, it was not a total surprise to get a call from Jack. However, what he said to me was unexpected.


Jack told me they had a Breeders’ Cup feature about a teenage boy with a rare medical condition who had bonded with a horse who would be competing in the Breeders’ Cup Dirt Mile. Using a bit of flattery as persuasion, Jack told me they had decided that the only narrator who could do the story justice was me.


How could I decline after that? It sounded like a worthy story, and I knew if Jack was involved, it would be well done. So I said, “Yes, please send me the script.”


I got the script via email, printed it out, and then sat down on my couch to read it. I was not prepared for the emotional impact of what I was reading. The story of the teen, Cody Dorman; his namesake, the horse Cody’s Wish; and the Dorman family, who provided so much support for Cody as he lived with the genetic disorder known as Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, read like a movie script.


I had some familiarity with the horse. Late in August 2022, I had watched Cody’s Wish outduel the great champion, Jackie’s Warrior, to win the Forego Stakes at Saratoga. But I had no inkling of the poignant story behind the horse’s name.


The script laid that all out for me. Thanks to the Make-A-Wish Foundation, Cody, who was wheelchair-bound and forced to use a tablet to communicate, was invited to go to Gainsborough Farm, near Versailles, Kentucky, part of the worldwide Godolphin/Darley racing and breeding operation of Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai. There, Cody was introduced to an unnamed weanling colt sired by the 2007 Breeders’ Cup Classic champion, Curlin.


With Cody in his wheelchair, the colt walked over and dropped his head in the boy’s lap. That encounter ultimately gave the horse his name. As I read about the bond that, against all expectations, seemed to persist between a boy who had drawn such a tough lot in life and a Thoroughbred racehorse who had grown to be a champion, I felt tears running down my cheeks.


The NBC Sports crew came to my house to record my narration. By the time of Breeders’ Cup day, I had been emailed a finished copy of the feature. In the Keeneland Club that day, I was seated with friends and acquaintances from the University of Kentucky’s Martin-Gatton College of Agriculture, Food and Environment. On my phone, I showed them the story of Cody’s Wish and Cody Dorman. By the time it had finished, everyone who had watched had tears in their eyes.


I don’t know if I’ve ever wanted a horse to win a race any more than I wanted Cody’s Wish to win the 2022 Dirt Mile. Even though I knew Cody’s Wish liked to come from off the pace, my heart sank when the horse was in last place in the turn for home. But, as if propelled by a larger force, Cody’s Wish started moving forward. He was third at the quarter pole, second at the top of the stretch, and then, after a scintillating stretch battle with Cyberknife, he was a Breeders’ Cup champion by a head.


By then, my friends from the University of Kentucky who had cried at seeing the feature on my phone were cheering wildly. When the NBC Sports telecast cut to people stopping by sixteen-year-old Cody Dorman’s wheelchair to congratulate him, they started crying again. Cry, cheer, cry—Cody’s Wish made it that kind of Breeders’ Cup day.


Tales of the bond between man and horse have been the stuff of legend for millennia. As someone who has loved horses since I was a little boy, there was something exhilarating in seeing what Cody’s Wish meant in the life of Cody Dorman. “He saved my life,” Cody once said of the horse.


This notion may be fanciful, but it seemed that Cody’s Wish also benefited from the relationship. Famously, the horse was winless in his first three starts. That is, until Cody Dorman and his family showed up to see him run. From that point forward, usually with Cody Dorman there by the racetrack, Cody’s Wish won eleven of thirteen races, including finishing his career with a repeat victory in the 2023 Breeders’ Cup Dirt Mile.


Beyond the connection between boy and horse, this is also the story of Cody Dorman’s loving family, parents Kelly and Leslie and younger sister Kylie. Author Paul Halloran is the father of a special-needs daughter and brings a unique understanding of the daunting physical and emotional challenges the Dormans faced in raising Cody, a child the doctors said would not reach two years old but who lived to be seventeen. You will see that Cody’s family members are heroes in this story.


Three years after I narrated the story of Cody Dorman and Cody’s Wish for NBC Sports, I still have people tell me how much it impacted them. I can assure you, this book will make you weep, cheer, smile, and weep again. It contains a story you will not soon forget.


Tom Hammond, NBC Sports
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Preface

AN EMAIL FROM THE SARATOGA SPECIAL MANAGING EDITOR TOM LAW ARrived at 9:34 a.m. August 27, 2022, with the Travers Day writing assignments. One of my races to cover was the Forego Stakes, which seemed like a break on what would be an arduous day, with six stakes races to be covered by the Special team. Jackie’s Warrior was the heaviest of favorites and I had plenty of background, having written about him when he won a Saratoga stakes as a two-year-old in 2020 and having watched him win two more stakes in 2021. It looked like the story could almost be written before the race and then filled in with quotes and some details.


The best-laid plans…


Jackie’s Warrior went to the lead, as expected, in the Forego, but he was overtaken late in the stretch by a fast-closing Cody’s Wish, an 8–1 longshot. After the race, Sean Clancy, co-owner of the Special with his brother, Joe, told me, “There’s a story behind that horse. You should look into it.”


With our next edition not coming out for four days, there was time for a deep dive. Michael Banahan, director of bloodstock for the United States division of Godolphin, a worldwide Thoroughbred racing and breeding operation, connected me with Mary Bourne at Gainsborough Farm in Versailles, Kentucky, where Cody’s Wish—and, as it turned out, this too-good-to-be-true-but-it-is story—was born.


That led to a phone interview with Kelly Dorman, who told me about his son, Cody, for whom Cody’s Wish was named. Kelly was generous with his time and information, sharing personal details with a writer he had never met. He said Cody was born with Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, a rare genetic disease that causes congenital heart defects, intellectual disability, and other serious problems. Cody spent the first twelve days of his life in the neonatal intensive care unit and had two heart surgeries by the time he was five weeks old. One doctor told Kelly and his wife, Leslie, that Cody wouldn’t make it to his second birthday.


The longer he talked, the more compelling the story became. In reporter parlance, it was pure gold, and especially impactful for a parent of a young adult with profound autism. I asked Kelly whether Cody would be willing to answer a few questions, and an interview was set up.


Asked about his connection to Cody’s Wish, Cody said, through the tablet he used to communicate, “He’s my buddy. I love him. He gives me so much motivation.”


I sent Kelly a video of my daughter, Martha, introducing herself to Cody and another of her riding a horse.


“That made Cody smile,” Kelly wrote. “That’s so cool.”


Cody sent Martha a joke: “What day do fish hate? Fryday.”


Priceless.


The story on the Forego covered a lot of ground and came out to 1,783 words. Joe Clancy was, as usual, on target with his headline: “Fairy-tale: Cody’s Wish Delivers Emotional Upset for Namesake in Gr. 1.”


It was nice to have the story earn an honorable mention in the News/Enterprise category of the media Eclipse Awards, a writing competition run in conjunction with horse racing’s annual end-of-year honors presented to the champions in each division.


A few months later, after Cody’s Wish won the Breeders’ Cup Dirt Mile, Cody was announced as the recipient of the Big Sport of Turfdom Award, given to someone who enhances media coverage of Thoroughbred racing. Knowing I had taken an interest in the story, Tom asked whether I wanted to write a column around the time of the award presentation in Arizona.


After revisiting the story and conducting another lengthy phone interview with Kelly, I started to think about a book. I called Kelly on January 2, 2023, and ran it by him. I said the idea would be to tell the story of Cody as well as the champion horse named for him. I was up front and said that in almost forty years of writing, I had done thousands of newspaper and magazine stories but never anything longer than a multipart series. A book was definitely on my to-do list, but I had given it serious thought only a few times.


It’s always easier to find reasons not to do something than to do it, but this was different. This had three of my worlds colliding: horse racing, writing, and special needs. There was an obvious connection with Kelly right from the start, so this project had a now-or-never feel to it.


Kelly loved the idea but, like any smart husband, said he would run it by his “CEO,” wife Leslie. The three of us met by Zoom the next day, and I gave Leslie the same pitch. I told them it would require a leap of faith to entrust their story to a first-time author but reinforced my confidence in being able to do it justice and my passion to get it right. Leslie approved, and it was time to get to work.


After deciding that Sunday night was a good time for all of us, we did the first Zoom interview January 8, 2023. Over the next several months, through weekly electronic meetings, Kelly and Leslie gave me the backstory. Invariably, I would get off the Zoom and share with my wife, Julie, another amazing anecdote.


My first trip to Kentucky to meet the Dormans in person came in April 2023, scheduled to coincide with the spring meet at Keeneland, a gem of a racetrack I had somehow never visited. It turned out to be an extremely productive—and profitable—five days. I managed to do more than a half dozen interviews for the book, visit two of my favorite horses (stallions Curlin and Catholic Boy), and win Keeneland’s spring handicapping tournament, the Grade 1 Gamble.


Most important, I spent a lot of time with Kelly, Leslie, Cody, and Cody’s sister, Kylie (my favorite).


And I followed Cody’s Wish around the country in 2023. Churchill Downs on Kentucky Derby Day. Belmont Park for the Met Mile. The Whitney at Saratoga, when my friends and I were honored to have Cody as the guest of honor at our annual Whitney Eve barbecue. Santa Anita for the Breeders’ Cup, the last race for Cody’s Wish, with his best friend there to cheer him on.


It didn’t take long for the relationship with the Dormans to go from professional to deeply personal. They are family now—whether they like it or not. As you get to know them in the pages ahead, I think you’ll agree God knew exactly what He was doing when He sent Cody to them.


After a few months of talking with Kelly and Leslie, I told them I had a singular goal for this book: that they feel I did a good job telling their son’s story.


I hope you do, too.
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The story of Cody Dorman and Cody’s Wish first appeared in The Saratoga Special in 2022. DORMAN FAMILY.
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BY THE TIME HE WAS APPROACHING HIS THIRTEENTH BIRTHDAY, CODY DORman had already beaten the odds.

Born with a rare and debilitating genetic disease, he was supposed to be dead before he turned two, according to what one doctor told his parents. Yet, even when Cody was referred to Make-A-Wish Foundation in 2018, it was not necessarily an indication death was imminent.

“We are not a last-wish organization,” said Faith Hacker, former director of corporate engagement for Make-A-Wish in central Kentucky, noting that 80 percent of the kids who receive a wish go on to live fulfilling lives. “We have some studies where doctors have said we truly provide hope. Kids have a renewed sense of energy and parents talk about how it improves their mental health.”

Hacker could very well have been talking about the parents, too.

“You get to be normal for a while,” Kelly Dorman said.

“Normal” was not a word typically associated with Cody’s existence. By the summer of 2018, the twelve-year-old had already undergone more than forty operations—two of them open-heart surgeries before he turned four—and had been living on a feeding tube since he was six months old.

Cody had been acting like he was in distress, screaming and generally feeling miserable, but X-rays and other tests couldn’t pinpoint the issue. He was deemed a candidate for palliative care, the goal being to try to relieve his pain and make him comfortable, while maintaining the highest quality of life.

On the cusp of becoming a teenager, Cody used his communication tablet to tell his parents, Kelly and Leslie, that for his Make-A-Wish trip he wanted to go to Bass Pro Shops headquarters and the Wonders of Wildlife National Museum and Aquarium in Springfield, Missouri. That was a less traditional request than Disney World or meeting a famous athlete, but understandable since he had grown up with a competitive angler for a father, whose passion for fishing had been passed on to his son.

Cody’s choice brought back memories for Kelly and Leslie, who had taken him to a Bass Pro Shops in Clarksville, Indiana, when he was six months old, May 27, 2006—the first time they took him out of the house for any reason other than a medical appointment.

“It was one of the first times we ever saw him smile,” Leslie said.

The week before the trip, Make-A-Wish threw a party for Cody, his family, and friends on a houseboat on Laurel River Lake in Corbin, Kentucky, roughly an hour south of Richmond, Kentucky, where the Dormans live. Two dozen people gathered to celebrate Cody and wish him well, including four close friends who would travel to Missouri with the Dormans: John and Tammy Myers; their son, Brad; and his wife, Nae.


[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]
Cody’s original wish was to visit Bass Pro Shops headquarters. DORMAN FAMILY.



They own Backwater Outfitters, where Kelly had been buying bait and other fishing equipment for fifteen years, even before the Myers family took it over. Kelly often brought Cody to the store and the boy developed a close friendship with the Myerses, so when it came time for his Make-A-Wish trip to Bass Pro Shops, he asked whether they could come along.

“I want Backwaters to go,” Cody told his parents.

“Backwaters obviously meant me and Dad and our family,” Brad Myers said. “That was super exciting for all of us. Listen, the first time that little fella said, ‘I love you’ on that tablet, I’m six five, three hundred pounds, and I cried like a baby. You talk to him just like you do any kid, and then twelve years later, he’s able to talk back to you for the first time. That was something.”

Cody had a specific request as part of his wish: He wanted his friend Mark Zona to take him through the wildlife museum. Introduced to Cody six years earlier at Backwaters, Zona grew up in the Chicago suburbs, discovered bass fishing as a kid, and was immediately hooked. He entered his first bass tournament when he was nine and knew early on what he wanted to do when he grew up.

Zona got a call in 2004 from someone identifying himself as an ESPN producer wanting to talk about hosting a show, and, thinking it was a prank, he hung up. Fortunately, the producer called back and Zona ended up cohosting Loudmouth Bass, the start of a TV career that has stretched more than twenty years.

When Zona met Cody at Backwaters, it didn’t take him long to be struck by the boy’s courage in the face of unimaginable adversity.

“I’m crying my ass off, just talking about him. That’s what Cody has meant to me,” Zona said. “That young man has been an inspiration. He is a frickin’ warrior.”

Cody once had a dream that involved a yellow Labrador retriever saving his life. He asked his parents for a dog, but yellow Labs are prolific shedders, not meant for a child with respiratory issues. Leslie and Cody came across a miniature schnauzer who gravitated to Cody, so he asked for a dog like that instead. This breed is hypoallergenic and does not shed, so the Dormans added a family member, and Cody named him after his second-favorite fisherman: Zona.

The Dormans made the nine-hour drive to Big Cedar Lodge on Table Rock Lake, on the Missouri-Arkansas border, in September 2018, their first away-from-home vacation since Cody was born. It’s one of those places where you can hold up your phone, point it in any direction, and take a postcard-worthy photo.
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On his Make-A-Wish trip, Cody met his fisherman friend Mark Zona. DORMAN FAMILY.



Zona had a full slate that weekend, between the Bass Fishing Hall of Fame induction and filming commercials for Bass Pro Shops, but he carved out a two-hour window to spend with Cody. When time ran out and he got a call requesting his presence elsewhere, he sent word that he would be there when he got there. He wasn’t about to cut short his visit with someone he considered a friend, let alone a Make-A-Wish child.

“I wanted it to be an unbelievable experience for that young man and his family,” said Zona, who wasn’t the only big name Cody encountered on his trip. Zona set him up to meet Kevin Van Dam, the Michael Jordan of bass fishing—or was Jordan the Kevin Van Dam of basketball?—and Dave Mercer, a media personality in the angling world.

Kelly, who enjoyed the trip at least as much as his son, brought some “Casting for Cody” T-shirts that had been made for a fundraising event back home. Mercer and Van Dam wore them onstage at the Bassmaster Classic the next year, elevating Cody to rock-star status on the fishing circuit long before he became a household name in Thoroughbred racing.

Cody loved everything about the trip, especially the golf-cart ride through Lost Canyon Cave, a two-and-a-half-mile journey through rock formations, handcrafted bridges, and tumbling waterfalls. Every day at Big Cedar Lodge ends with the Top of the Rock Sunset Ceremony, outside a stone church overlooking Table Rock Lake. As the sun sets behind the Ozarks, men dressed as Civil War soldiers play the bagpipes and a cannon is fired.

“It’s one of the most picturesque things I’ve ever seen,” Zona said of the ceremony, which has been attended by the likes of President George W. Bush and actor Kevin Costner. “What [Bass Pro Shops founder] Johnny Morris has created up there is visually stunning.”

Unbeknownst to the Dormans, the ceremony that night was dedicated to Cody. They were brought to a de facto VIP area for the cannon blast, and one of the soldiers gave Cody his cap and the wad of paper loaded into the cannon before firing. He told Cody he had been wearing the same hat for twenty years, but he wanted him to have it.

“I don’t think there was a dry eye there that night,” Kelly said.

Actually, there might have been two, according to Brad Myers.

“When that cannon went off, Cody giggled,” he said. “It was pretty awesome.”

A month after that trip of a lifetime, Cody was asked to be an ambassador on Make-A-Wish Day at Keeneland Race Course, a major fundraiser for the organization that strives to create life-changing experiences for children with critical illnesses. Horseman John Greeley came up with the idea in 2007 to expose the racing community to Make-A-Wish and vice versa.

On Make-A-Wish Day, children get matched with participating horse farms that serve as sponsors but do much more than write a check. Prior to spending an afternoon at the Keeneland racetrack, each kid visits a farm and gets a behind-the-scenes look at Thoroughbred racing in its purest form—a view the industry would benefit from more people experiencing.

Cody was paired with Godolphin, a racing operation owned by Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, ruler of Dubai. Cody was invited to visit Gainsborough Farm in Versailles, around twelve miles from Keeneland.

Cody came to Gainsborough on October 11, 2018, with his parents and younger sister, Kylie. He was sitting in the chair in which he spent virtually all of his waking hours, which presented a concern for the Godolphin staff. Nobody knows how horses will react to changes in their environment, especially young foals in the presence of a boy in a souped-up wheelchair.

Danny Mulvihill, the farm manager, kept that in mind while considering which horses to bring out to meet Cody. He had no idea how significant that decision would be.

According to the Jockey Club, there were 19,770 Thoroughbreds born in the United States in 2018, including forty at Gainsborough Farm. By May 3, most of the Godolphin foals had arrived, but Dance Card, a $750,000 purchase as a two-year-old in 2011, had yet to deliver.

Godolphin had paid a premium for the filly’s bloodlines and her potential as a broodmare. Dance Card is a daughter of Tapit, considered one of the best stallions in North America. By the end of 2023, he had topped the sire list three times and was the all-time leading North American sire by progeny earnings. A grandson of Hall of Famer A.P. Indy, Tapit carries a pedigree including Triple Crown winners Seattle Slew and the immortal Secretariat.

On the dam side, Dance Card is a granddaughter of Belmont Stakes winner Editor’s Note, with bloodlines that include two-year-old champions Forty Niner and Devil’s Bag, as well as influential stallion Mr. Prospector. The $750,000 price tag was the second highest at Fasig-Tipton’s February select two-year-old sale in Florida. (Godolphin also had the most expensive purchase, spending $1.35 million for a filly named Betwixt, who never made it to the races and had a nondescript career as a broodmare.)

During her career, Dance Card won four races, topped by the Grade 1 Gazelle Stakes in 2012, and earned $502,200. Godolphin bred her to its stallion Medaglia d’Oro in 2014 and 2015 and then sent her to Ghostzapper in 2016. In 2017, she had a date with the mighty Curlin, a two-time Horse of the Year and prolific sire with a $150,000 stud fee that would rise to $250,000 by 2024.

The mating took place at Hill ’n’ Dale Farm May 19, 2017, a warm day in Lexington when the temperature reached eighty-two degrees. Dance Card returned to Gainsborough in foal—pregnant—and fifty weeks later she was ready to give birth.

Mares typically drop their foals late at night, sometimes in the wee hours, and Mulvihill makes a point to be there for all of them. Dance Card produced her Curlin foal at 11:16 p.m. on May 3, 2018, in what was an uneventful birth.

“It wasn’t anything special,” Mulvihill recalled. “The ones that stand out when you’re foaling are the ones you have problems with. Everything about this one was very normal.”

Mulvihill had nieces visiting from Virginia, and he invited them to watch the foaling. They ended up recording it, not realizing how significant the video would be until three years later.
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Dance Card and her foal, who would eventually be named Cody’s Wish, enjoy some paddock time. GODOLPHIN.



When Cody and his family arrived on Make-A-Wish Day, they were greeted by Mulvihill and Mary Bourne, the office manager at Gainsborough. Mulvihill took them on a tour of the expansive property, which includes a forty-eight-bedroom house used only when Sheikh Mohammed is in town. The last stop was Barn One, where Mulvihill planned to show Cody some mares and foals, hoping he could have a meaningful interaction with one of the babies.

Mulvihill pulled out two mares with their foals for Cody but did not attempt to get close with them. The best chance for an up-close-and-personal meeting, he had determined, would be the Dance Card foal.

“The reason we picked him was because he was so laid back and we figured that was the best chance to get him up close to Cody in the wheel-chair,” Mulvihill said. “He was one of our nicer, more straightforward foals.”

Cody, wearing tan pants, a red plaid shirt, and a black jacket, looked on as Mulvihill approached with Dance Card and the bay (reddish-brown) foal. In addition to being bigger than the typical five-month-old Thoroughbred, the horse was easily identifiable by a splotch of white on his forehead—a diamond-like mark symmetrical enough to catch a jeweler’s attention.

Mulvihill brought the foal forward to stand in front of Cody. They looked at each other, the boy trying to figure out what to make of the horse and the horse sizing up the boy in the wheelchair. The moment was already working out better than anyone expected, when, unexpectedly, the foal gently laid his head on Cody’s lap.
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The first meeting of Cody and Cody’s Wish took place at Gainsborough Farm on October 11, 2018. DORMAN FAMILY.



Cody smiled, his way of expressing approval. Those who witnessed the interaction were taken aback by the instant connection, especially considering the dynamics.

“That was the first wheelchair kid we’ve had,” Mulvihill said. “That’s a huge concern. I am fairly cautious, for the horse’s safety and for the safety of everybody around them. Unless I’m comfortable, I don’t try to push it, but it was apparent right away how comfortable the foal felt. When he came out, he stopped to check things out. Sometimes these foals don’t like children. I’ve seen it with my own kids around the foals. They look at these little humans and they say, ‘Whoa, what’s that?’ But he didn’t. He was all about it. He stopped and looked, and we just encouraged him forward a little bit, and he came right up and just kept coming to Cody. It made everybody take a step back and just watch. It was awesome.”

When Mulvihill got back to the office, he relayed the story to Mary Bourne, who was preparing to accompany the Dormans to Keeneland for Make-A-Wish Day. The encounter made a lasting impression on Mulvihill, and just hearing about it had the same effect on Bourne.

Keeneland rolls out the red carpet for the Make-A-Wish kids and their families, hosting them in the Phoenix Room overlooking the paddock and dedicating a race to them. Kelly is far from a big gambler, but he wasn’t about to spend a day at Keeneland without going to the windows. On this day, he couldn’t do anything wrong.

“I think I won money on every race except the one they dedicated to Cody,” he said. “I don’t bet a whole lot, but it was pretty neat.”

One horse who caught his eye was Irish Oak, a two-year-old in a maiden race (for horses who have not yet won in their careers). Kelly figured he had just spent the morning with a salt-of-the-earth guy from Ireland in Mulvihill, so why not bet that one? Irish Oak won and paid $35.80 for a $2 win bet, or, in Kelly’s case, $358 for $20. The luck of the Irish indeed.

The Dormans had their picture taken in the winner’s circle after the race honoring Cody and, between Godolphin and Keeneland, went home with a bag full of mementos. But the intangibles far outweighed the trinkets. Not only was it a chance to experience horse racing as VIPs, but it also provided a respite from the psychological burden of caring for a son with unspeakably severe disabilities.

“It takes you away from the medical stuff for just a little bit,” Leslie said.

Any time not thinking about medical problems was time well spent for the Dormans—something that came back into focus a month later when a blood vessel in Cody’s stomach burst and he ended up in the hospital. “That was very painful for him and he really suffered,” Kelly said.

Spending time with the Make-A-Wish families at Gainsborough is also therapeutic for Bourne, who is constantly impressed by the resilience of people like the Dormans.

“Make-A-Wish has always been one of our big charities,” she said. “We get so much out of it. It really is a special day. You see the happiness it brings to all the kids and their families and you feel so blessed when you leave. It really is a humbling day.”

That’s what Make-A-Wish is about—providing experiences to help kids who have been dealt a horrible hand forget about their problems, even if only for a short period.

The Dormans stayed in touch with both Mulvihill and Bourne, a Godolphin employee since 1985, when she started working in Sheikh Mohammed’s mansion at Gainsborough. Her official title is office manager, but she is considered the glue in a finely tuned operation. In 2018, she and Mulvihill were among one hundred Godolphin veteran employees worldwide invited to dinner at Sheikh Mohammed’s palace in Dubai.

Mulvihill came to the United States in 1996 from Kildare, an Irish horse racing hub an hour southwest of Dublin. He found a job at Knockgriffin Farm in Paris, Kentucky, just up the road from Lexington, owned by fellow Irishman Jim Fitzgerald.

Mulvihill was in McCarthy’s Irish Bar in downtown Lexington one night when he met Carol Illston, an expatriate from England who also worked on a horse farm. They began dating, managed to overcome the English/Irish hurdle—not insignificant—and decided to move to Ireland together in 1998, with a six-month stop in England to help Carol’s dad sell his ostrich farm.

Mulvihill got a job with Darley, the Godolphin US breeding operation, and stayed for ten years before he and Carol left for Japan, where he managed a stallion farm. They got married in 2000 and moved back to Kentucky in 2013, settling in a house on the grounds of Gainsborough with their five children.

Neither Mulvihill nor Bourne could have ever anticipated how much the initial interaction between Cody and the Dance Card foal would impact them going forward.

Around a year after that first meeting, Kelly was shopping for bait at Backwater Outfitters when he got a call from Bourne.

“Do you remember the day you were here and that little foal came up and put his head on Cody’s lap?” she asked him.

She must have been kidding.

“I remember it like it was five minutes ago,” Kelly told her. “That was pretty neat.”

“I hope you don’t mind, but we just named that horse after Cody: Cody’s Wish,” Bourne said.

Kelly instantly got chills, the kind you get when someone throws a bucket of ice water on you.

“I didn’t know what to say,” he said, which might come as a surprise to those close to him who have jokingly tabbed him “Chatty Cathy,” after the Mattel talking doll from the early 1960s.

Naming the horse for Cody was a deviation from past practice for Godolphin.

“We make a point not to do it because it becomes very difficult to draw a line,” Godolphin USA chief operating officer Dan Pride said. “We don’t name them after employees. We try to keep it so we don’t get in a situation where we approve one for somebody and then somebody else wants to name [a horse] for their grandchild. So it is very unusual that we did it. Mary Bourne gets credit for that.”

The official registration of Thoroughbred names falls under the auspices of the Jockey Club, which enforces various rules about naming racehorses. For a name to be reused, the previous horse must be beyond age ten and unraced for at least five years. There were two racehorses named Cody’s Wish in the quarter century prior: a Quarter Horse born in 1993 who never raced, and a Thoroughbred foaled in 2003 who won three of seventeen races at Great Lakes Downs in Michigan. That made Cody’s Wish available and Godolphin reserved it, planning to use it for the Dance Card foal Cody had met when it came time to officially register the colt for his racing career.
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At the urging of Mary Bourne (shown with Kylie Dorman at the 2022 Breeders’ Cup), Godolphin went against its own protocol in naming Cody’s Wish. DORMAN FAMILY.



Once Kelly gathered himself, he repeated to Bourne something he had said to Mulvihill a year earlier.

“If that horse has half the heart that Cody’s got, he’s going to be pretty awesome.”
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Cody’s Wish

A Boy, a Racehorse, and a Fight for Life

Foreword by Tom Hammond, NBC Sports
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