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PRAISE FOR THE TRUTH ABOUT HORSES 






“What an irresistibly readable novel Christy Cashman has written! Her young heroine, Reese, is an astonishing creation, warmly sympathetic, impulsive, unpredictable, brash, loyal and loving, endearing, exasperating, most of all memorable—a triumphant portrait of tumultuous adolescence in our time. The Truth About Horses plunges us into a beautifully evoked rural world in which horses are both magnificent beasts requiring human love and devotion and iconic creatures out of mythology.”


—JOYCE CAROL OATES, American novelist, short story writer, and essayist


“In her first novel, The Truth About Horses, Christy Cashman proves herself to be a worthy successor to Harper Lee. Cashman’s protagonist, Reese, instantly captures the reader in the same way that Scout does in To Kill a Mockingbird—and takes the reader with her into her world for a magical examination of the human heart.”


—ARTHUR T. VANDERBILT II, author of Fortune’s Children: The Fall of the House of Vanderbilt


“The Truth About Horses had me hooked on page one. I set aside everything else and just kept reading, sleep be damned. It is a timeless story about growing up in a world that is less than perfect and trying to figure out who you are through all of those challenges—something each of us faces at some point. Reese’s strength, wit, wisdom, and vulnerability offer up a multifaceted character and a person I would like to know. The novel is a tour de force.”


—JUDITH LASTER, festival director of The Woods Hole Film Festival


“The truth about The Truth About Horses is that it is impossible to put down. With simple ingredients of hay and humor, family and fury, Christy Cashman has spun an unstoppable feast. She shows us how hooves and hearts beat the same truth to light and reminds us that laughter and tears need not be served as separate courses.”


—SALLY TAYLOR, singer, songwriter, and founder of Consenses


“Unforgettable and evocative, The Truth About Horses is a masterful journey into the heart of a young girl’s love for horses, the resilience of family, and the silent language that binds us to the natural world. Christy Cashman has woven a tale of loss, triumph, and redemption that is as captivating as it is poignant. From the pastoral charm of the Big Green Barn to the mystical allure of a ghostly herd, this stirring narrative gallops with unforgettable characters and heart-stopping drama. The Truth About Horses is a must-read.”


—BEN MEZRICH, New York Times best-selling author of Dumb Money, Bringing Down The House, and The Accidental Billionaires


“Christy Cashman has written a beautiful, thrilling tale about a teenaged girl’s journey from fear to courage, from anger to forgiveness, from broken-heartedness to openness. The Truth About Horses is so much about the mysterious forces, within us and around us, that are always there to guide us, and the way in which people enter our lives exactly when we need them—if only we’ll let them.”


—JANE SEYMOUR, actress, author, and cofounder of the Open Hearts Foundation


“There are few people who won’t be swept away by this beautiful, gritty, and gripping story about the renewal of life and relationships. Reese takes the reader on a journey of raw emotions, from pain to joy, in this wonder of steadfast perseverance. Being a midwesterner myself, I could almost smell the sacred and magical farmland in her pages. The Truth About Horses is a must-read.”


—SHANNON PASTUSZAK, media executive, publisher, and founder of The Newbury Cup


“The Truth About Horses is a beautifully written and engaging story. Christy Cashman easily sets the tone with her terrific descriptions of the land, the horses, and her teenaged protagonist, Reese. This is a tale of loss, grieving, believing in dreams, and being true to yourself. Reese’s voice is spot-on, and you will find yourself alternately worried, frustrated, and awed by her. I quickly became invested in the story and anxious to read on!”


—JUDITH BELUSHI PISANO, producer, uke enthusiast, author of Samurai Widow, and coauthor of Belushi: A Biography


“Christy Cashman has written a powerful story about loss and grief. Wonderfully evocative and with the author’s passion for horses shining through every page, this is a rich and deeply felt novel. Eschewing easy answers, The Truth About Horses is strong on how even the small choices we make, sometimes rashly, can so easily hurt those most important to us, and how struggling on through each day can bring enough hope to light the path toward redemption and new beginnings.”


—KIERAN CROWLEY, author of The Misfits and Mighty Dynamo


“This is so much more than a book about horses, and anyone who thinks otherwise is missing out. It is about loss, mental health, families, a love for animals, relationships, finding your place in this world, following your dreams, trials and triumphs, forgiveness. . .and so much more!”


—CHRISTINE WARD, executive director of Raising A Reader MA 


“What a ride! The Truth About Horses is the terrific story of a young girl dealing with the trauma of grief while finding herself and a place for her own dreams in the unpredictable world of horses. A really enjoyable roller-coaster journey that never lags—there is always a surprise waiting for Reese and the reader.”


—ALAN DEVINE, actor in Netflix’s Valhalla and BBC’s The Tudors


“The Truth About Horses is in many ways also the truth about things we hold dear in life. And if that includes captiVating writing, Christy Cashman supremely succeeds.”


—PATRICK KABANDA, author of The Creative Wealth of Nations 


“Don’t waste another moment reading these simple lines of praise. Go straight to the horse’s mouth. By the way, it’s a winner.”


—CARLY SIMON, musician, singer, songwriter, and author
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“It’d be a miracle if he raced again,” the vet told Mom. Then he added, a little more quietly, “Be kindest to put him down.”


For days after the race, Mom walked around the barn like a robot, doing only what had to be done. I knew one day soon she’d wake up and be herself again. I knew it wouldn’t be long before she’d stop seeing Treasure’s fall every time she closed her eyes. Mom always got back up. Sometimes it just took her longer than other times. 


“Come ’ere, boy.” I reached my arm over Treasure’s stall door. He’d always been the most curious horse in the barn. He’d reach his nose out for a pat or stick his top lip up for attention. He loved to play. When I’d hang his halter and lead shank on the hook outside of his stall, he’d grab them with his teeth and toss them into the aisle just so I’d have to come by to pick them up. I’d always laugh at him, put them back, twist his forelock, and call him a devil. Twenty minutes later, he’d have tossed his stuff back into the aisle again. But after the race, he kept his nose in the corner, even when there was a full rack of freshly cut hay. His halter and lead shank stayed neatly on the hook. 


I tried to tempt him with an apple slice. 


“Look what I got for you, buddy.” I held the apple out as far as I could. He didn’t move. He lowered his head even farther, his nose in the shavings. I felt Mom’s hand brush through my hair and rest on my shoulder.


“He’s on some pretty strong meds for the pain, hon,” she said. “He’ll be more alert tomorrow.”


She opened the stall door and walked over to Treasure, letting her hand drift along his side up to his neck. When she got to his head, she hugged it into her chest and rested her cheek on his forehead.


“You did good, my beautiful boy.” She held his head with both hands and kissed him on his faint star. “So good.” 


My throat tightened and my eyes stung. 


“You’ll race again,” she whispered in his ear. “You’ll see.”


“Come on, you two,” Dad called from outside the barn. He was holding the pickup truck door open for Mom. “Let’s leave the barn and its worries behind for a while.” 


He said it like it was that easy.


Mom slowly slid Treasure’s stall door closed, and I followed her out to the truck. 


“Mom?” I tugged on her sleeve. She turned to look at me. I couldn’t even say it.


“Don’t worry, Pun’kin. We’re not putting him down.”


Dad gave Mom a smooch on the cheek before closing her door. Then he walked over to the driver’s side, singing, “Jesse, I’ll always cut fresh flowers for you. And, Jesse, I’ll always make the wine cold for you. And put on cologne and sit by the phone . . .” 


Sometimes we drove so we could “reset” after a horse had a bad race or came up lame or we’d had a pain-in-the-ass client. “It’s best to put things behind you and move on,” Dad would say. He didn’t like to dwell on things. Like the race we were all trying to unsee. As if a drive could stop those last few seconds from looping around and around in our brains. As if we could forget how close we’d been to winning the Black Elk—the race that every horse person around here dreams about. How we were all just about to leap a giant chasm together—the one that separates the people who talk about doing things from the people who do things. How around the dinner table, “maybe next season” became “this season.” Suddenly we were talking about race day, every conversation filled with words like the pace and the cutaway and the going.
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The day of that drive, the air was so clear it almost hurt my eyes. Everything had a sharpness that, most of the time, wasn’t there. We pulled out of the driveway in the pickup, them in the front, me in the back. I looked back at the barn and saw things I’d never noticed—chipping paint, the sagging roof, uneven doors, unstained boards patching up holes. For so long, just seeing the barn made me feel like everything would be all right. Now, all I saw was a tired old building that looked like it was trying to lie down and let the grass fold into it. I rolled my tongue around to find the sweet, buttery taste from the caramel apple I’d had the day of the race. But there was no taste. My mouth was dry as a moth’s wing.


We never had a plan. We’d just drive. Dad pretended, like he always did, that there was some magical force making his hands turn the steering wheel this way or that. At an intersection, he asked me to guess which way the magic force would take us next. 


“Left,” I said. 


“Let’s see if you’re right,” he said. “I mean left.” Then he pretended like he was fighting with the steering wheel to make the magic go my way. But it was too old and stupid a joke to make me laugh. 


We headed out of Birdwood and took the road that follows along the Ghost Hawk River, which widens and narrows before it forks. In some places, it gushes with white rapids, but in other places, it creeps so slowly you’d swear it wasn’t moving at all. We drove past where the river feeds into the black mirror of Horse Thief Lake. At Ghost Hawk Park, Mom waved goodbye to the river. “There it goes,” she said, like it was a person walking out the door. I watched the rolling water rush off into a forest of giant pine and craggy rock. 


Dad kept steering the truck farther and farther from the barn, through the grasslands and croplands and toward the Badlands. We passed picnickers and campers. Then he started singing the South Dakota state song. Mom rolled her eyes and shook her head at his awful singing voice. That only made him sing louder. “Come on! Everybody!” he said. “Hail! South Dakota, the state we love the best, land of our fathers, builders of the West, home of the Badlands and Rushmore’s ageless shrine . . .” 


Dad kept singing on his own while he pulled around big rigs and livestock carriers and bullet-shaped campers. When he finally took a breath, Mom looked at him and said, “Joe, I never knew you couldn’t sing.” The three of us laughed, mostly because Mom finally made a joke. 


We drove through lush, dense forest. When we passed the cliffs that are home to the pronghorn, two of them leaped across the road in front of us. But then the road wound through wide-open plains. I could see Smuggler’s Rock in the distance. We kept driving until there was nothing else to see but pink rock and a gray road ahead, straight as a pool stick, the kind of boring scenery that always puts me to sleep.


I woke from my nap to see Dad looking at me in the rearview mirror. 


“Did you enjoy your nap as much as I enjoyed mine?” Dad is the king of stupid jokes. I didn’t laugh. I looked out the window instead. The same pink hue tinted the air. 


“Rose quartz,” Mom reminded me. 


“But how does the pink in the rock make the air pink?” 


“It’s all about reflection,” she said. 


I looked at her reflection. Mom’s face was perfectly framed in the side mirror. Her dark brown eyes focused on something we passed, let it go, then followed something else. She kept tucking her hair behind her ears, but the wind lifted strands and pulled one whole twist of it right out the half-opened window. It lay flat against the glass of my window, a giant black wing.


“I think they’re close,” Mom said. “I can feel it in my bones.” 


I always sat up when Mom felt something in her bones. It’d always be something I wouldn’t want to miss. And when we rounded the bend, there they were. Wild horses. Like Mom’s thoughts made them appear. 


Dad pulled over to the side of the road. We got out of the truck and walked to the flat plain’s edge. I stood between my parents. They were each holding one of my hands like they did when I was little. The horses were about a football field length away. Most of them ignored us. They grazed and ambled from one patch of dusty grass to another. Some raised their heads to look at us, then lowered them to graze again. 


Seeing horses in the wild is like glimpsing another world you knew about but forgot existed. Seeing them gallop across thousands of acres of open land is nothing like seeing horses in a fenced-in field, peaceful and content, like decorations in a pasture. Here, the land looked made for them. Like the wind had flattened the plains just for their hooves to gallop along. Like the mountains saw their glistening coats and powerful legs and moved aside to make room enough for all of them to gather. 


One black horse, much taller than the rest, threaded his way through the herd. He nipped some of the mares on the haunches, telling them it was time to move on. A dust cloud followed his gallop. His stride was monstrous. 


Then he galloped toward us. 


“Oh shit!” Dad said. He reached his arm across me and grabbed hold of one of Mom’s wrists. “Whoa, buddy. No one wants to hurt you.” 


But the black horse kept moving closer. 


“Don’t run,” Mom said. “Stay still.” 


Then he stopped. Right in front of us. He raised his head and looked at me. Straight at me. His eyes were dark pools, and his mane fell like a curtain against his sculpted neck. Then he turned, tossed his head, and charged off with the rest of the herd. Dad’s hand shook a little when he let go of Mom’s wrist. 


“He didn’t dare mess with me,” Dad joked. 


Mom started laughing. Really laughing. “That was crazy!” she said. “Kind of scary and beautiful. Like a dream!” Her eyes sparkled again. Mom was back.


We watched the horses until they were specks on the horizon.


“Well, time to make like a bread truck and haul buns,” Dad said, trying to get Mom to laugh again. I climbed into the back seat. The race was still with me, but it was less vivid now. Less in my face. Like all those miles magically gave our minds just enough room to think other thoughts.


“You were right about the drive, Dad.”


“Yep,” he said. “Nothing like getting scared to death to make you forget your troubles.”


But for some reason, the horses hadn’t scared me. I could have stood there forever, my hair whipping across my face, my feet feeling the rumble from the herd’s hooves, my back feeling the warmth of the sun. 


Dad reached over and squeezed Mom’s knee. He left his hand there, and Mom put her hand on top of Dad’s. Then she turned and smiled at me. I could feel her thoughts. She was getting ready again. Ready again to dream.


Then Dad swerved the truck to the right. Huge chicken crates were falling from the truck in front of us. They crashed open on the road in an explosion of white feathers and sawdust, like some whacked-out piñata. One crate tumbled by my window, breaking open as it landed. Chickens scattered into the road. Another crate fell in front of us, breaking into pieces with every roll. My body leaned as far as the seat belt let it. My shoulder kept slamming against the door. Something hit our windshield, and Dad steered hard to the left, our tires bashing into rocks and banging into holes.


I saw everything inside the car. Mom’s hand reaching up and clutching Dad’s arm. Dad’s arm, straight as a board, trying to hold the steering wheel steady. A spilled coffee cup rolling around on the floorboard. The barn key swinging from the rearview mirror. My parents’ heads tilting and nodding like bobblehead dolls. Everything was in slow motion. 


But outside, things rushed by so fast I couldn’t tell rock from sky. 


I knew we were off the road when I saw nothing but pink dust. 


I knew we’d been tumbling in circles because I felt like throwing up.


I knew we were upside down because I was hanging from my seat belt.


I knew I was alive when I looked at my dad.


I wanted him to crack a stupid joke.


But I knew, from the look on his face, that Mom was dead.












PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE TWO YEARS LATER
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You might miss the driveway to the Big Green Barn if you weren’t looking for it. Just ahead is the scraggly oak, the landmark I used when I was younger—before I could get here with my eyes closed. Just ahead of the driveway, on the shoulder of the road, a sign sits at a slant. FOR SALE OR LEASE. I pick up some speed and run over it. 


Most of the run-down farms around here have already sold to developers. The Buttonwillow cattle farm is now a BMX track. The pig farm on Old Pine Road is becoming a brewery. But not this farm. This farm will have horses on it again. Our horses. Dad says developers don’t want it because there’s too many rocks and most of the front pasture is in the flood plain. And he says Gibson, the owner, doesn’t really want to sell it, for sentimental reasons. He already turned down a couple of offers. Dad said we’ll be back here someday. But I’m not waiting until someday.


I lean into the turn down the driveway. My bike’s tires spit out tiny bits of gravel and dust. I stop and unzip the pocket of my hoodie, pull out my phone, hold it lengthwise, and take a picture. Most people photograph things that are there, but I photograph things that aren’t there—the gaps and blank spaces left by the broken rails of the sagging split rail fence, the horses no longer behind it. And things that are there because something else isn’t—the field’s thick tufts of grass that should be bare patches of dirt, where horses used to stand peacefully, nose to tail, tail to nose. 


I bike alongside the battered fences—two giant S’s that follow the curves of the driveway for the quarter mile to the barn—the perfect distance to cool a horse down. I stop again to take another picture and zoom in on one corner of the barn—the windy corner, Mom called it. Boards are missing, and the chipped green paint has peeled, leaving giant blotches, gray as dead skin. A red-tailed hawk skims the roof of the barn, circles the open field, then tilts and plunges for a mouse or a rabbit. 


It’s pathetic, but visiting this abandoned farm is what I do every day after school. 


The driveway widens out and makes a circle. I follow it to the back of the barn and lean my bike against the box elder Mom and I planted when I was four. I know the sliding door will be open a crack. We left it not quite closed two years ago, and it stayed that way, rusted on its metal track. I wedge my body through the opening. If I’d finished my school crap-eteria chicken Alfredo, I wouldn’t fit. 


Daggers of light shine through the barn’s gaps and crisscross down the center aisle. I walk through the cloudy columns of sunlight, passing door after door of open stalls, now empty and cleaned of shavings and hay and smell. 


I remember every name of every horse we had here. Rosie, the sweet mare with one eye. Ernie the machine, who did everything from barrel racing to show jumping. Byron, who liked listening to rap at night. Tank, the tiny pony we used as a companion for nervous horses. Oscar, who loved to roll in the river. Mildred, who was so patient she could practically give kids a lesson without an instructor. So many horses in and out of these stalls ever since I can remember. I’ve missed their soft nickers. Their anxious pawing for attention. Their munching. The busy mornings. The slow, sleepy afternoons.


At the last stall on the left, I stop. It belonged to Trusted Treasure. Outside the stall door, a wood-framed photo of him still hangs at a slant. The nail it hangs from is bent down like it’s giving up. In the photo, Trusted Treasure is racing in the Black Elk, jumping over the last fence so high he looks like he’s flying. He looks certain to win. 


This is where it will happen, I thought. 


Just minutes before, I’d dropped my half-eaten caramel apple as Mom and Dad and I ran to the finish line where, any second, the horses would round the bend, charge up the hill, and head toward the last series of fences. The sweet, buttery taste still filled my mouth as Trusted Treasure galloped into view just behind Voodoo. Treasure’s jockey was doing exactly what Dad had told him. “Stay in Voodoo’s back pocket. He’ll lead the whole race. Let him wear himself out, then pass him in the last stretch.”


“That’s it!” Dad yelled. “Make your move!”


Mom had one hand up like she was hailing a cab and one hand over her mouth like, if she made a noise, she might mess the whole thing up. The horses were galloping up the hill to the last four fences. At the first fence, Voodoo took an extra stride. Trusted Treasure took it long. 


“Yes!” Dad yelled. He fist-pumped the air in front of him. 


Mom took her hand away from her mouth. “Go, Treasure!”


While the three other horses were in a tight pack just getting to the first fence, Voodoo and Trusted Treasure were duking it out up the hill to the second. The crowd had moved around us with a pulsing, chanting roar. This was a two-horse race. We watched Voodoo sail over the third fence. Treasure was just half a length behind him. 


“Push now!” Dad yelled. “Ask him for everything!”


Then as they headed for the last fence, the fence right in front of us, hoofbeats rumbled through the soles of my shoes. Both horses were using every inch of their bodies as they charged toward us. Their hooves ate up the ground in front of them. Their heads moved up and down like levers working their legs. Push, pull, stretch, push, pull, stretch. Mom and Dad were almost climbing the fence with me, yelling and pounding the air. Mom had gone wild. Her long black hair was blowing in her face, and she was sweating like she was running the race herself. For a second, the horses were so close to us I could look into Treasure’s eyes. “Please” was all I said. I wanted to yell, but it came out as a whisper.


Trusted Treasure’s body launched up into the air. He was going to pass Voodoo. Clumps of mud exploded from the horses’ hooves. Trusted Treasure’s giant body stretched out like he’d sprouted wings. Voodoo’s neck was reaching. Both jockeys gave every inch of rein. 


But a split second later, there was a muffled clatter of metal and hooves. Voodoo’s front legs had hit the fence. He nosedived to the ground right in the path of Trusted Treasure. It felt like forever before Treasure’s body stopped rolling and skidding along the muddy track. He groaned, like a train trying to stop, until he landed in a heap.


Then the sound of nothing.


Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzz. My phone buzzes like a bee caught in my back pocket. 


Going out with a friend for dinner, Dad texted. 


What a surprise. I don’t mean it. I’m not surprised at all.


Want me to bring you anything?


He doesn’t mean it. He wants me to answer, No, I’m fine.


I squeeze back out through the barn door, then I text, Oh, yes, can I please have a medium rare sirloin and a cheese soufflé with asparagus and hollandaise on the side? Thanks a mill. Smiley face, smiley face, smiley face, fork.


I watch the dot pulse while Dad thinks. Then it disappears completely. 












CHAPTER TWO
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My ride home takes seventeen and a half minutes. Nineteen if it’s windy or rainy. I pedal into our driveway. No lights on in the house. No Jeep in the driveway. Nothing new. It’s odder if Dad’s Jeep is here when I get home. He says he’s taking up new interests, like he told me to do. But the only interest he’s taken up since Mom died is sleeping around. Basically, he’s sleeping his way through town. 


I don’t think he even waited a month. One night, he just came downstairs with his hair combed and his nice shoes on. “I’m meeting a friend,” he told me. Then came a whole avalanche of new friends. I couldn’t keep up with their names, so I gave them nicknames. There was Big Bird, a tall blonde with a pointy nose; Miss Snail, a manicurist; Airhead, the flight attendant; and a bank teller I called Summer Squash because of her long neck and wide butt. He even slept with my second-grade teacher, Miss Skunk, who has a white streak of hair straight down the middle of her head. And she smells.


I leave my bike on the front lawn—not because I don’t care about my bike but because Dad hates it when I do that. I feel for the front door key in the cowboy boot he doesn’t wear anymore, and I let myself in.


Dad’s not being here is actually a relief. I prefer to be alone at home. No awkward passing in the hall. No getting pissed off that he’s pretending to be interested in how my day went. No pretending like I’m interested in his boring job. Even when he’s here, he’s not really here. He asks me things just because he thinks he should. He doesn’t really listen to the answer.


I don’t bother turning on the lights. I go to the kitchen and open the refrigerator door. It’s the only light I need. Something feels good about leaving the door open while I dig around in the kitchen and make my dinner. Of course, Dad yells at me for doing it. But the light is cheerful. And I like how, if I forget something, I don’t have to open the door again. 


Today I have enough energy to make something different. “I’m feeling gourmet,” I say to Mom’s blue cow butter dish. Instead of the usual Honey Bunches of Oats, I do a blend. A trio mixture. “One for the record books,” Dad would say, back when he was funny. Golden Grahams mixed with Honey Bunches of Oats and a sprinkling of Cocoa Crunch with, again, a blend—it’s all about the blends—of chocolate milk and regular milk. “And then, the pièce de résistance,” I announce like Dad would, pretending to talk to a TV camera. He’d hold the bowl up with his pinky finger sticking out like he was Gordon Ramsay. 


I press a minute and thirty seconds on the microwave. “Don’t knock it till you try it,” Dad said about hot cold cereal. It’s something he was actually right about. Cold cold cereal is just inferior. Hot makes it feel like a meal. I slide the bowl out of the microwave. Why a minute and a half, you may ask? Because that extra half minute gives just the right ratio of soggy to crunch. I take a picture of it and head to my room. 


I sit on my bed, munching away, eating so fast I let the bowl catch the milk that dribbles down my chin, which no one is around to say anything about. I scroll through some videos, sliding by other lives—a bear is caught on camera eating out of someone’s refrigerator, a baby seal lands in a fisherman’s boat, a man catches a drunk fan by her underwear before she almost falls over a balcony at a concert, a ninety-five-year-old woman is getting a tattoo on her ass. Then some more cereal recipes. Low battery pops up just as a brave dude attempts a six-cereal combo. “And I will go where no man has gone before,” the kid says as he pours the cereals into a mixing bowl.


“Genius!” I comment.


One more thing to do before my phone dies. The charger is just across the room, but I don’t feel like getting up. All I need is five minutes of search. It’s time for my nightly Treasure hunt.


For the first year, I knew exactly where Treasure was. Dad basically gave him away to Delia Boyd, who had a retirement ranch for injured and old racehorses. Delia thought she was some sort of a horse psychic. One time I heard her tell my mom that a young horse she’d just adopted was a plant in a past life and still had memories of being eaten by a wild boar in the wetlands of Pakistan. Aside from her higher-than-average dose of cray cray, she was a nice lady. She knew how sad I was to lose Treasure, so she sent me a video of him in a wide-open field, grazing with a herd that looked like they came from the island of misfit toys—fat ponies, shaggy donkeys, and a couple of overworked mules. Then, ten months later, she got divorced and sold her ranch. 


I fluff my pillow to prop up my head and type Trusted Treasure into the search bar. The same pages always come up. A wedding dress store, a chocolate cherry company, and a church bulletin that says, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” Nothing about a horse. I already know that. But I can’t sleep unless I check. Next, as usual, I type Trusted Treasure horse and, as usual, the search engine asks, “Do you mean Trisha’s Pleasure?” What a stupid name for a horse, I think every time. Nothing has changed on the next page either. He’s listed for an auction that happened a year ago in Elkhart, Texas. 


Last, I check Horse Tracker, the auction app Dad never unregistered from. I guessed his password on the first try. Mom’s name and birthday. Jessietucker1111. Duh. Since then, it’s pinged me its tiny neigh just once—one notification on a horse named Trusted Treasure—for that auction last year in Elkhorn. The trail ended there. Horse Tracker couldn’t even tell me who bought him. I didn’t think the app would be this useless. 


But I can’t give up. Even though his injury means he can never be ridden again. Even though I know what usually happens to retired racehorses with injuries. I don’t even like to think about it. I tell myself only the good stories. He’s in a big field with shade trees, a gurgling stream, and all the grass he can eat. Or some rich kid is spoiling him rotten at her fancy ranch. I imagine him hanging out with a nice herd of horses, rolling in the dirt, enjoying life. 


Wherever he is, something tells me he’s not far. 


I can feel it in my bones. 


I tip the bowl and drink the last of the sweet milk. The spoon clatters when the bowl lands near the rest of the empty bowls on my bedside table. I switch off my lamp. I wait and listen. Then a beam of light sweeps across my horse-patterned wallpaper. I hear the sound of a motor, tires on gravel, muffled Def Leppard. 


Shit. Dad’s home. 


His Jeep door closes. Then there are a few seconds of silence while he feels around for the key in the boot on the porch. Front door opens. Front door closes. Keys thrown on the table. Fridge opens and closes. Footsteps creak the wooden kitchen floor, then get muffled by the living room carpet, then creak the stairs as he climbs to the second floor. My door opens. 


He loud whispers, “Reese?” 


I pretend to be asleep. 


“You OK?” 


I still don’t answer. 


He clears his throat. “Night,” he says, then softly closes my door. The stairs creak again. A beer can pops. The TV goes on. He surfs the same channels in a loop. News. Sitcom. Sports. News. Sitcom. Sports. I start counting the loops. News. Sitcom. Sports. One. News. Sitcom. Sports. Two. News. Sitcom. Sports. Three. 


Sleep feels so far away. News. Sitcom. Sports. Four. 


It becomes a ball I’m chasing. News. Sitcom. Sports. Five. 


Each time I get close, it bounces up and away. News. Sitcom. Sports. Six. 


I chase the ball, but I can’t move fast enough to catch it. News. Sitcom. Sports. Seven. 


It becomes a dot on the horizon and then starts rolling back to me again. News. Sitcom. Sports. Eight.


But it’s not a ball. News. Sitcom. Sports. Nine. News. Sitcom. Sports. Ten. 


It’s the herd of horses. 


They’re back. 


They gallop toward me across a wide-open field. A burst of wind brushes across my face as they pass. Bays and grays and paints and chestnuts. Buckskins and piebalds and duns and palominos. Each one is more beautiful than the next. But I’m looking for just one. The black one. The biggest, most powerful. Then I see him, and he sees me. He separates from the herd. He runs close to look at me. This time I want to ask him a question, ask him why he’s here again, ask him what he wants. But I can’t form the words. 


He stares at me like he understands my question anyway. Then I hear his voice. It seems to be coming up from the ground, mixing with the thundering sound of hooves. 


“You will see,” he says. 


Then he turns and gallops off with the others. They disappear into a canyon. 


You will see. You will see. You will see. 


I open my eyes. 


News.












CHAPTER THREE
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The more I try to put last night’s dream back together, the less I can see it. It’s like trying to sew a cloud together or shape something out of ashes. But the parts I do remember make my heart speed up. The horses running toward me. How fast they moved. How the black one stopped right in front of me. Looked right into me. 


“Reese!”


The class’s chuckling jolts me out of my daydream. Mrs. Roth is staring at me. Her louder-than-usual voice means she’s been asking me a question more than once.


“Explain why we should care about dangling participles,” she asks me. Before I can answer Mrs. Roth, Lexi Peterson, who sits right behind me and is already easy to hate with her perfect teeth and her big boobs, says, “Her dad sure doesn’t care where he dangles his participles.”


The kids laugh. I would have laughed, too, if it wasn’t about my own dad. 


“Shut up, Lexi, or I’ll crammar my foot up your ass.”


“I beg your pardon, young lady,” says Mrs. Roth, who’s about a hundred and ten and practically deaf and the only teacher who still uses a chalkboard. 


“I was just asking,” I say, “if anyone really cares about grammar?” 


That sets her off. It’s like she turns into turbo granny. She flourishes her piece of chalk and goes on a rant about the importance of punctuation. How a simple comma can change the meaning of a sentence. Chalk chips fly as she writes a huge-lettered sentence on the board. 


She turns to stare at me and slowly says each word. 


“Let’s eat grandpa.” 


Then she slashes a comma into the sentence, breaking the chalk in half. 


“Let’s eat comma grandpa period is quite a bit different from Let’s eat grandpa period. Isn’t it, Miss I-don’t-care-about-the-rules-of-grammar?” Then she says, “Punctuation saves lives!” 


“Anyone with a brain would know that you don’t eat your grandpa because of one missing comma,” I mumble. Then Mrs. Roth slaps me with a detention. Apparently, she’s not as deaf as I thought. 


Two hours and twenty workbook pages later, I dig my battery-challenged phone out of my backpack. Not only will my dad not spring for a new phone, but ever since I dropped it in the toilet at Tasty Burger, the battery only holds half a charge, even on a good day. 


I text Dad the same lie I’ve been texting him for a week now. “Headed to track meet.” I’ve also used “going to the mall with friends,” “staying after for extra help in biology” (what a joke), and “school play rehearsal” (an even bigger joke). Most dads would freak if their daughter texted two hours later than usual. But lately, my dad doesn’t pay much attention to details like time. 


I walk out of the building as fast as I can, past the gym full of screeching sneakers and yelling coaches, toward the sports field full of kids pathetically chasing after the same ball. I unjam my bike from the crammed bike rack and pedal around the yellow wall of late buses, away from the building that’s made of the same boring brick as the state prison. Sometimes I think I’d learn something more useful in prison, like welding or how to operate a forklift. Or at least prison might have nicer people and better food. 


As I leave the parking lot, I arc around the puke-green Beulah High School sign. Just one more month at this glorified babysitting trap until summer vacation. I take a few deep breaths to clear my lungs of the stale smell of the halls. I need to unclog my brain of the jumble of Joan of Arc, the value of x, and those stupid rules about dangling participles. 


I didn’t always hate school. It all started when Dad said, “You have to forget about horses for a while, Reese.” But the only reason I tried in school was so I could ride. Dad was always like, “Studies come first. Blah, blah, blah.” And he’d make me do my homework before I could even sit on a horse. 


When he told me to forget about horses, he was looking me square in the eye. It was the day of Mom’s funeral. Everyone had finally left our house, and we were cleaning the kitchen. I skipped past pouting and went directly to full-on silent cry. I looked away fast so he wouldn’t see my face. “Have to?” I pretended I was looking for the sponge. “What do you mean, have to?”


He tried to change the subject. “Who’s gonna eat all this?” He dumped the fourth casserole out of its dish and into the trash. I stood beside him in front of the sink, ready to rinse, but when he handed me the dish, I couldn’t take it. I just stood there, crying, staring into the trash at something that looked like broccoli throw-up. I had to gasp for breath. Asking me to forget about horses was like asking me to forget about Mom. 


“I’m sorry, Reese. The horse business is . . .” He let his voice trail off, but I wasn’t listening anyway. He tossed another casserole into the trash. 


“But, Dad, that’s all we’ve ever done.”


He poured two half-empty glasses of wine down the drain and clunked the glasses onto the sideboard.


“I’m going to drop the lease on the barn. I decided to take another job,” he said, like he was realizing it himself for the first time.


“But. . .we don’t know anything else.” 


“I start Monday down at Keystone selling windows.” 


“Windows?” I couldn’t let him make this mistake. “You’re gonna be so shitty at that. You’ve said like a million times—you’d rather be outside or in a barn than anywhere else. You told me anything else would give you brain rot.”


“That was when I thought I had a choice!” He threw away the last casserole, plate and all, and walked out of the room.
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Two days later, a convoy of trailers lined up along the driveway like the circus had come to town. I watched as every horse I loved and cared for was taken out of its stall, loaded onto a stranger’s trailer, and hauled away. Petunia, one of the mares that Mom had raised on the farm and trailered all over the place, wouldn’t load. She kept backing off the ramp and rearing. Something she’d never done before. It was like she knew—this time, she wasn’t coming back. 


Some buyers were standing outside of their trucks, pacing back and forth like greedy, hungry hyenas. Dad let every horse go for dirt cheap. He didn’t negotiate. Didn’t haggle. Just took the first offer like he was unloading a heap from his attic. 


When Delia headed toward Trusted Treasure’s stall with her lead shank, I stepped in front of her.


“Not him. He’s staying here.”


She leaned down to me like she was talking to a child. “Honey, I know it’s hard, but sometimes these things happen.”


I went for the lead shank, but she held it away from me. 


“He’s going to a good place, sweetie.” 


I ran to Dad. 


“Please, Dad. Not Treasure! He can’t be ridden. You know what happens to horses that can’t be ridden!” Dad didn’t look at me. Didn’t look at Trusted Treasure. Didn’t look at Delia Boyd. Instead, he piled horse blankets and pieces of tack into the aisle, saying to whoever came in, “Take what you want.” 


When Delia closed the trailer ramp behind Trusted Treasure, I ran up to her one more time.


“Please don’t take him. He belongs here with me.”


She dusted off her hands and tilted her head to the side. “He’ll be OK. You’ll see.” 


I reached between the slats of the trailer window and grazed Treasure’s neck with my fingertips. He looked at me like he was asking me why. Why am I on this stranger’s trailer? Why am I being taken away?


“Don’t worry, buddy. I’ll get you back. I promise!”


Then Delia climbed into her truck and pulled Mom’s Treasure away from me. As her trailer drove away, all I could do was stare at its bumper’s red-letter warning. CAUTION. HORSES.


“Mom would never forgive you for this!” I spit the words at Dad.


“Baby, sometimes you can’t do what you want. You do what you have to do.” He flung a worn-out halter onto the pile. “This place would eat us alive without your mother helping to run it.”


I picked up as much as I could from the pile and put things back where they belonged. That’s when he said it. “Look, Reese. Maybe we can get the barn back someday. It’s just going to take some time.” 


That was our last day at the Big Green Barn.
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I tried doing a lot of other things, like Dad asked. Things that, until we get back to Big Green someday, will help me forget about horses. As if. Hip-hop dance lessons just taught me I have absolutely no rhythm. I gave up on pottery class after the vase I was building splatted off the wheel and onto the studio floor. Lacrosse felt like there was the team, and then there was me. 


I did pick up swearing, though. A lot. Which Dad hates, so I do it every chance I get. Because Dad was wrong. Trying new things didn’t “help me meet friends” or “make me less lonely.” And it didn’t help me forget about horses. It just made me realize even more that I’m good at nothing else.


So fuck that shit. Without telling him (he wouldn’t notice anyway), I quit it all. Except for the swearing.


Instead, every day now, I get on my bike. I know the way to the barn so well sometimes it feels like I don’t even have to steer. Like the barn pulls me. Like a dream.
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I turn left down Cekiya Drive. Like most streets in the town of Birdwood, South Dakota, which is smack dab between two reservations, it has a Lakota name. Mom always called it Camel Hump Road. Its two hills rise and fall in front of me like a ride at the park. I pedal fast and then raise my feet. The wind howls past my ears. I lower my body and raise my butt. I’m a jockey on a horse. I’m in the home stretch. I position my feet on the pedals again as I get ready to zoom past the driveway that used to lead to Scott’s dairy farm but now leads to a new development. Ten big square houses with ten big square yards. I look for the dogs. The little scruffy one and the big slow one. They always hear me coming before they see me. Sure enough, they charge around the corner. I pedal faster. I’ve got some downhill speed, but the little dog is gaining on me, yapping and snapping at my back tire. The big dog is loping behind him, cheering him on with his deep, booming bark. 


Then I hear something. A drumbeat. I look left and right. What am I looking for? A band? A car with a blaring radio? 


Then I hear a breath. A deep, surging sort of breath. It spooks the dogs. They turn on a dime and run home, tails between their legs. 


The drumbeat gets louder. The earth shakes under my tires. The sound of breathing gets louder and louder too. I pedal faster and faster. Then I glance back over my shoulder. 


There are horses behind me. Like a shitload of them. 


I’m losing my grip on the handlebars. My front tire wobbles. If I fall, I’ll be trampled. If I slow down, the horses will turn me into mush. I steady my bike and pedal as fast as I can. My heart goes from a fast thumping to a racing in my chest. Right next to the tires of my bike, I see hooves. 


A black horse is right beside me. He leads the entire herd.


He raises his nose and tosses his head, like this is fun. Like it’s some sort of a game. He’s so close he could reach out his nose and touch me. He looks at me, stretches his legs even farther, and passes, leading the herd that is now surrounding me. There are so many. Their bodies move like they are connected by an invisible rope. Whipping manes and twisting tails are everywhere. 


My feet slip on the pedals. Then a horn blares. A car is coming toward me. I’m in the middle of the road. 


“Git the hell out the way! You crazy?” a man yells out of his pickup truck. 


I move to the right and slam on my brakes. The horses move to the right too. But they don’t stop. They swerve and veer and then gallop off the road, past mailboxes, onto lawns, weaving around houses and swing sets. The air is thick with dust. I stand on the side of the road, gripping my handlebars. 


Then the horses are gone. 


The back of my spine tingles and my neck feels weak. The dust that had nearly choked me has settled back to earth. What were they doing here? And where did they go?


A grasshopper bounces across the scarred black asphalt and disappears into the grass. A plane leaves a white ribbon in its wake. A WE BUY UGLY FARMS poster flaps against a telephone pole.


My eyes follow the line of white paint that edges the road to the top of the hill and then back to where I’m standing. The asphalt is broken. I’m standing where it meets the earth. In front of my foot is a small sinkhole. In its center is a grayish-white stone. I pick it up. I turn it around in my hand. It has some rough, pointed edges. There is a speck of pink at one of the ridges. I try to rub the stone clean with my finger, but it stays the same. It feels pitted and raw. I lay it in my palm to inspect it. Nothing special. But I like the way it feels in my hand. 


Another car slowly passes by. The driver is messing with the radio. The girls in the back seat wear earbuds. Their lips are moving to different songs. Everyone’s in their separate world. I want to yell, “Hey, did you see. . .?” I open my mouth, but my voice is gone. 


I push my foot down on the pedal and slip the stone into my pocket.












CHAPTER FOUR
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When I was eight or nine, I heard Dad’s friend Flip Dixon say he saw his dead father one night just standing in the doorway of his double-wide. Dad and Flip were fixing the hitch on the horse trailer. Flip said, “I got up to use the john, and there he was, wearing his boxers and his Sioux Falls Canaries sweatshirt.” Dad and Flip kept working while they talked. No different than if they were talking about horses or cars or the weather. 


So I figure if Flip can talk to Dad about a ghost, I can talk to him about the wild horses. Besides, who else am I going to tell? It’s not like I can talk to all the friends I’ve met in dance class. 


Dad is in the kitchen wearing a new shirt. A friend of his is coming over for dinner. He’s got the Bluetooth speaker ready to play their stupid playlists. He’s making spaghetti sauce, the kind from a jar, which he just adds shit to and calls homemade.


“So today I was on my bike on Camel Hump Road, and out of nowhere, a herd of wild horses surrounded me.” I stop to make sure he’s listening. “Dad?”


“Yes, you were on your bike . . .” He tastes the sauce and adds some salt. 


“And out of nowhere, there was this herd of horses.”


He laughs. “You’re so much like your mother. Such a great imagination.” 


“No, Dad. I’m serious. I was surrounded. There was this big black one, right next to me. And then the entire herd surrounded me.” 


I want to explain more, but he’s shaking his head and stirring the spaghetti sauce.


“Reese, not now. I remember the wild horses too. But, please, just not now.”


“But, Dad, I’m not talking about the drive. I’m talking about today.”


Dad slams the wooden spoon onto the counter. Red specks go all over his nice shirt.


“Reese. Please.” He looks down at his shirt. “Shit.”
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The next day, it happens again. I’m in the middle of a science project, and though it’s not uncommon for me to daydream or even fall asleep and literally dream in science class, this time I’m pouring something into something to see if it will do something, when I hear a rumble. A drumbeat. I figure it must be marching band practice. But when I glance out the window, there they are. The horses. Running across the football field. I drop my vial, spilling copper chloride all over our useless data, and my lab partner calls me a dildo. I know I’m not just seeing things. I have to try again to tell Dad.


When I get home, Dad’s drinking a beer in the kitchen. He hands me a root beer float. “Snacks are in here,” he says. I follow him to the living room. He plops down on the couch. 


I’d forgotten tonight is a game night. Something the three of us used to do together. I never cared about the score, but the snacks could make it worthwhile. Mom made me all the treats she loved as a kid. I take a swig of my float but don’t have the heart to tell him it doesn’t come close to Mom’s. How can you mess up a root beer float?


He’s placed a tray of microwaved pigs-in-a-blanket on the coffee table. He pops two into his mouth at once. I push the blob of ice cream down to the bottom of the glass with my spoon and watch it float back to the top. Dad has his I’m-so-excited-it’s-finally-baseball-season-again face. 


“They look good this year,” he says, nodding at the TV. “Thank the Lord they traded that no-good schmuck.” 


“That’s good.” He means the pitcher. He always means the pitcher. He yells at the TV for an entire inning, then a commercial comes on about a truck that’s so nice and roomy your kids and dogs and grandma and camping gear can all fit inside. Everyone in the truck is happy. Dad looks happy too. 


“Hey, I saw the horses again.”


He’s in the middle of draining his beer. He puts it down and gets up for another. 


“Horses?” he says as he heads to the kitchen.


“Yeah, you know, the ones I told you about? The wild ones I see.”


“Oh, the imaginary ones.” He laughs and rummages through the fridge.


“Well, they don’t seem imaginary to me.” 


He pops the can as he walks back to the couch.


“Hon, Miss Garland told us those vivid dreams are definitely because of the accident. Remember what you’re supposed to do? The five-four-three-two-one technique. Focus on five things you can see, four things you can feel, three things you can hear, two things you can smell, and one thing you can—”


“Taste. I know, Dad. But I see the wild horses. I see them when I ride my bike. I see them out the window at school.” I try to sound a little excited.


He looks at me for such a long time that I have to pretend like I want another gulp of my root beer float. I was hoping he’d say, “Who cares about the game? Tell me all about it.” Or “Let’s go try to find them.” But he looks at me, at the TV, back at me, and back at the TV five or six or seven times. I look down at a splotch of root beer foam on my knee.


A couple more commercials yap at us. One is about medicine for enlarged prostates. In the other one, Mr. Gibson, the Birdwood realtor who’s also a wannabe TV star, is saying, “Is your farm so ugly it could make a young child cry? Is it so ugly you’d cover it with a paper bag if you could find one big enough? Don’t worry, we buy ugly farms. Just call . . .” 


Finally, the game comes back on. Dad pretends to watch, but I can see his eyes shifting around. Nine times out of ten, I’d say don’t talk to your dad about anything. I should have said ten times out of ten. I was an idiot for thinking Dad would want to know about the horses.


For the rest of the game, things are weird between us. He’s acting this different way with me, like we just met or something. In the middle of the night, I go downstairs for a bowl of cereal. I open his laptop. It’s still warm. He hasn’t closed the screen. I check what he’d been searching. Schizophrenia. Depression. PTSD. 


I feel like my insides drop right out of me. He thinks something’s wrong with me. Like seriously wrong with me.


Apparently, my dad thinks it’s all cool and fun for his friend Flip Dixon’s dead dad to show up grinning about a baseball team. But when just one herd of actual horses shows up just for me, my freckled butt lands in the counselor’s office once a week quicker than you can flick a booger. It pisses me off. Why is it cool when Flip talks about this kind of shit but not when I do?
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“An irresistably readable novel . . . a triumphant portrait
of tumultuous adolescence in our time.”
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