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Desire is a wild horse to be tamed.
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Guy Davenport

Finally he said that among men there was no such communion as among horses and the notion that men can be understood at all was probably an illusion.

Cormac McCarthy

Blame it or praise it, there is no denying the wild horse in us.

Virginia Woolf
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PROLOGUE
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The asphalt unspooled like a flat metal gangplank. 

Where it split, a decision would be made. One route, promising ease and independence, offered a way to bypass continuing struggle. 

Chances were that the danger keeping pace could be avoided. As long as they honored timetables, kept communication to a minimum, used only trusted contacts and abandoned buildings, there was practically no way to get caught.

Scarlet traced a thready line across the horizon, red smudging the tar with dull reflection. Sunrise. A new morning, nineteen miles still to go.

What was that old saying, ‘red sky in the morning, sailor take warning’?

By the time they’d hidden the trailer behind the vacant pole barn, the sun had slunk away too.

Most of the product stayed wrapped in plastic. Moisture would damage it as well as any future business. The bricks weren’t heavy and stacked upon each other neatly, both behind the false door as well as under the barn’s decaying floor. 

Once the load was hauled in, arranged, and covered by a tarp, they reinserted the old floorboards over the hole. A shovelful of dust, artistically scattered, provided camouflage. No one would be able to tell, at a glance, what lay underneath. 

Not that anyone would look: this place, out in the middle of farm country, was hidden by a square windblock of ancient trees and scrub brush and bordered by endless fields. It was just one of the county’s many vacant structures, a collection of sheds and outbuildings and barns deserted to decay, empty and forgotten. 

No one would ever know.
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CHAPTER 1
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Summer, 2004

Dani needed coffee. Susie’s Café, the town’s diner and central meeting place, provided it, as well as updates on the local news: who was planting what, who was getting married (and why), what the local eccentric was up to. The important stuff.

That morning, the café was so crowded there was only one vacant stool at the front counter. Dani squeezed in to wait for Donna, her friend since she first moved to Crestview. Donna managed the café: if the lights were on, Donna was inside.

Elsa Dorn perched on the stool to her left, complaining about rubber canning rings. A beefy guy whose T-shirt looked a size too small took up all the space to her right. He wiped a folded slice of toast around the yolk on his breakfast plate, scanned Dani up and down, then stuffed the bread into his mouth.

Disgust made her lip curl and her eyes narrow. Dani didn’t need the coffee that badly. She stood to leave when a white ceramic mug with her name on it plopped down in front of her.

“You meet Jim yet?” Donna beamed at the man through fresh lipstick before moving along the counter to refill other diners’ coffee cups.

Dani sat. She took a sip and considered Donna’s reaction. She had to have seen the boorish look the man had given Dani, yet she hadn’t uttered a peep. It wasn’t like Donna to ignore such sexist behavior.

The man rotated his stool to face Dani, bracketing her between the V of his thick legs. “Haven’t had the pleasure.” He slid his open hand along the countertop toward her. A faint blue X marked the inside of his wrist. “Jim Kelly.”

Coffee seeped back up into Dani’s throat. She was pinned between the man’s thighs. She spun herself the opposite direction, her knee pushing the man back toward the counter, to free herself from his crude confinement.

He chuckled and withdrew his hand.

Donna returned the carafe to its burner. “What’cha up to today, Dan?” She collected Jim’s plate and dirty utensils. “Anything promising on the horizon?”

Again, Dani didn’t know if Donna saw how Jim had trapped her: her expression gave nothing away. Dani felt paranoid, like she was the only one to sense danger, the sole witness to the rude behavior the man so casually exhibited.

“Thought I’d check the job board at the feed store,” she choked out. “See if anyone’s hiring.” 

“Hope you find something soon. Hate to see you have to give up and go back to the Cities.” Donna’s blunt assessment, delivered in her usual no-nonsense style, stung a bit, but Dani didn’t want to get into it, not with the man next to her monitoring their conversation.

A bell rang from the kitchen. Donna left them to retrieve the order, toting the dirty dishes with her. 

“So, ya looking for a job?” The man had found his in.

“Yep.” Dani kept her reaction flat. Neutral. 

“You ever drive a semi?” he asked.

“Um-hmm.” Repelled by the way the guy persisted, she didn’t elaborate.

He waited anyhow, one side of his mouth lifted in a cocky smile, for her to continue. 

Dani closed her eyes, briefly, then sighed. “I help the guys in the fields sometimes; take a load or two out on the side roads for them. I can drive, but I don’t really have the right license.”

“Got a job for ya, if you’re interested.” The man leaned toward her. She could smell his strong cologne, a mixture like sharp spice and engine oil, slick and pervasive. “Need someone to drive a trailer for me. Short mileage, to Missouri. Once or twice is all.”

“Don’t think so, thanks.” Donna hadn’t come back yet, but Dani couldn’t wait for her. She stood and dug in her pocket for change.

“First trip’s not till next month.” He lowered his voice. “Pays cash.”

Despite her aversion to him, Dani found herself interested in the guy’s offer. “What are you hauling?”

“Market stock.”

Her clenched teeth muted her response. “Nope. I don’t think I could do that.” Dani shivered. “I’m used to grain. You know—dry product. Not stock.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And what if one got sick, or I had to pull over?” She didn’t want to be the one to drag a bunch of living creatures to their deaths.

His chuckle sounded fake. Patronizing. His pupils were so large and black that Dani could see herself, pale and uncertain, in their reflection.

“They make the trip fine. Done it myself, plenty of times. It’s just I got something else going when they’re s’posed to come through.”

He stood and hitched up his jeans, thumbs through the belt tabs, then placed a crisp bill on the counter. “Tell Donna, ya change your mind. It’s easy money.”

He left through the back door, the one that exited the kitchen. The one Donna used.
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When she first moved to Iowa after 9/11, Dani leased a small section of land and tried farming it. She enjoyed some success with field corn, but then she’d rolled her truck and injured her shoulder. Since she couldn’t handle the farm work anymore, she was on the lookout for a new source of income. 

Donna kept her ears open, too, but there weren’t many paying positions this far out in rural Iowa.

In the meantime, Donna kept urging her to find something useful to do. She thought Dani should get a horse, that brushing and walking one would be good company and great therapy for her shoulder.

Donna had never had a horse before, herself. Dani hadn’t either, but her grandpa did, and Dani spent many summer hours on and around his old gelding. While Donna’s idea was good in theory, the extra work and money required to keep one kept Dani from consenting to the suggestion. 

But when Dani got home and checked her home answering machine that afternoon, a message informed her that her friend’s plan was still firmly on track. She and Donna were going to a horse auction the next day.

Barreling down Highway 8 through the bright morning sunshine, Dani figured it was as good a time as any, with just the two of them in the car together, to broach a subject that had captured her curiosity. She’d considered excuses for how Donna had disregarded the man’s brutish behavior at the café, but none satisfied her. She knew asking her directly would probably result in hurt feelings or disagreement, so Dani approached the subject a different way. “So, Donna. How’s your love life?”

Surprising them both, Donna laughed. “Not much in Crestview to choose from, is there?” She signaled, then turned off the highway onto a gritty side road.

“How about Jim? The guy you introduced to me yesterday? He seemed pretty into you.”

Donna didn’t have a quick reply. After a moment, though, she offered a hint. “He’s okay. Different, you know, but he’s got a good income and he’s not a farmer, so that’s a plus.”

“He can make a living by trucking?” 

“He does pretty good.” Donna changed tactics. “But how about you? How’s your love life, out here in the sticks?”

“I don’t have one. Obviously.” Dani looked out the passenger side window. The subject was usually a non-starter for her, but because she’d used this trip to get her question addressed, it was only fair for her to reciprocate. If she could figure out where to start.

Donna barged ahead. “Well you did, I know that. I know about that one guy, the one that died after you moved here. What was his name again?”

“Geoff.”

“Geoff. Tell me again, why did you two break up?”

Dani shifted her hips on the worn seat, trying to find a spot with more padding. “He was an addict. Heroin.” She remembered a timely detail. “And he called it ‘horse’. The heroin, I mean.”

“Yikes. I remember now.” Donna slowed a bit as the road curved. “You must have dated other guys, though, right?”

The sun slanting into their faces from this direction was animated by tiny dust particles. Dani watched the dancing, twisting spirals and thought about her reply. She’d known Donna long enough now to consider her a good—if maybe her only—friend. 

She spilled her secret. “Yea, there was another guy.”

“You go out for a long time?”

“Not so long.” She twisted her hands together before resting them on her lap. “He was really handsome—an older guy, someone from work—but it didn’t work out.” Dani added another thought. “Not in the way I wanted, at least.”

“What happened? Was he married?”

“How’d you know that? Did I tell you about him already?”

Donna’s chuckle was soft. “Nope. But when you talk about him like that, in that tone, or whatever... Well, you don’t have to be from the big city to smell a rat.”

“You’re right. He was a rat.” Dani tilted her head to her shoulder to release the tension there. “He was probably the biggest reason I had to move away, to tell the truth. Things between us were great, for a while: expensive dinners, and . . . you know . . . but it, we, never really progressed. We got to where you’d expect a relationship to go, but it—he—stopped. We stopped.”

“What happened? How’d you find out?”

“A secretary from the office next door found out we were dating. I guess she knew the guy’s wife.” Dani, struck by the energy their conversation had stirred up, felt shocked that she was still bothered by what she thought she’d finished and put away. “I walked into the break room one day and all the girls stopped talking. They just sat there and looked at me until she, the wife’s friend, spoke up. She made things pretty clear.”

“You didn’t have any idea he was married?”

“No, I really didn’t. He didn’t wear a wedding band, and he never left the office early like he had a reason to get home. He was good to me, and fun, and, well, I thought he loved me. He always answered when I’d call, but then again, I didn’t call him that often.”

The dancing dust motes, calmer now, had mostly sunk back down to the floor mats.

“Did your parents know, or your friends?” But Donna changed the subject midstream, before Dani could answer. “You know what, you never talk about your friends back home. Did you even have any?”

“Rude!” Dani sniffed. She was only half-joking. “I had friends. Sort of.”

Donna nodded at a weathered sign ahead, advertising the proximity of the auction house, but kept her thoughts to herself.

“I guess my friends were the ones I worked next to, before I left, I mean. The girls I knew in high school all disappeared after graduation, and Richfield’s so big, I didn’t really run into any of them after that, you know?” She shrugged. “I think my mom used to wonder if I was lonely, but she didn’t push it. They’ve never wanted to get too far into my private business.” 

“Huh,” Donna’s reaction was a feminine version of a grunt. “Wish my mom would’ve respected mine! She was always asking me about my friends or boyfriends, about my plans or what I’d be doing over the weekend.” She sighed. “All the same, I miss her.”

“I miss my parents, too. I thought they’d be upset when I said I wanted to move to Iowa and learn to farm, but they took the news like no big deal, just ‘good luck, let us know how it works out’, things like that.”

“They were good about coming down after your accident, though, Dani. You know they love you, the way they moved your bed downstairs, doing the cooking and all...”

“You’re right, I know they do.” She thought she might as well go all-in, at this point. “But I don’t mind being alone. And I’m not, really; I’ve got you. And the dog!”

Donna didn’t laugh, as Dani expected her to, steering them from the gravel road toward the auction house parking lot. 
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Every truck in the lot was American made, patriotic decals prominent on most back bumpers. There were hardly any places left. A sliver of space next to a handicapped spot up front looked too small, but Donna squeezed her Honda in, neatly arranging the two right-side tires precisely on top of the painted lines.

A woman with stringy hair slouched in an old hatchback on the other side. Her thin, blotchy face shot them a dirty glare.

Donna glared back. “I’m not over the line on your side, am I, Dani?” Her voice was loud on purpose. “Open your door and check.”

Dani climbed out and peered down. “You’re good.”

“Thought so. Some people are so judgmental.” Donna slammed her door and beeped the lock twice. An energetic, task-driven mode had replaced her earlier contemplative mood. “Let’s go.”

The woman in the hatchback raised her middle finger at them before sliding out of sight beneath the dash.

They joined the line of people threading out from the entrance. Spread low and dark like a dirty puddle, gray metal covered every surface of the squat building. Iron-piped corrals fanned out from the back. Miles of triple-stranded wire fencing hemmed the entire property. 

“I didn’t expect—” Dani struggled to gather her thoughts. “That lady? She was definitely on something.”

Donna, checking her phone, didn’t reply.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see that here, like back in the Cities, I mean,” Dani clarified, hoping for a response.

Donna didn’t take the bait.

They were quiet as the line inched forward.

The metal entry was a passageway to loud country music, burnt popcorn, feed caps, and ponytails. Every backside was encased in denim, the female pockets embellished with rhinestones or fancy stitching.

Once inside the crowded building, Dani struggled to keep up with Donna. She watched from a distance as her friend’s hair took a right and disappeared.

Dani turned at the same spot and entered the grandstand. The din inside smacked her like an open palm. The auctioneer, bantering with the audience, directed their attention to the stock below them. Boisterous responses and laughter goaded him on.

“Two-hunner-now-two-hunner-now-Larry-you-gonna-let-him-best-you-again? Two-ana- quarter- two-ana-quarter-don’t-let-him-ride-Hank-he’s-a-snake-ina-grass . . .”

In the arena, a group of eight to ten horses rushed around the pen like eddies of water swirled in a bucket. Their worried snorts and whinnies bounced against the building’s dark edges.

“Dani! Yoo hoo! Up here!” Donna’s shout cut through a break in the patter. She waved from the middle of the bleachers.

Turning to climb the cement staircase, Dani missed a step and lost her balance.

A strong grip steadied her, letting go the moment she could stand again. “Watch yourself.” 

Dani felt her cheeks glow.

“You hurt?”

“No, I’m alright. Thanks for the help.”

The man’s brown eyes squinted. “Shopping for anything in particular?” 

“Not really. How about you?”

“Yep.” His gaze swept across the lines of people packed into the bleachers. 

“Hey, thanks again.” She smiled as she turned for Donna’s row. “Good luck today.” 

The man dipped his chin and returned her smile before climbing on to the upper level.

Dani had to bump past a number of hefty farmers to get to the narrow seat her friend had scavenged.

“What’s the procedure?” Dani directed her question to Donna, but a skinny guy on the other side butted in to answer.

“The auctioneer’s up to Hip 12,” he said.

Each horse in the corral below wore a round white numbered sticker plastered onto its rump. 

“Bunch of nags, you ask me. I’m Adam.” The guy twitched. “And you are . . .?”

Dani tried not to stare at the man’s gray teeth. “I’m Connie.” 

“Who’s your friend?”

Donna snorted. “You can call me Candy,” she shot out. “And I’m engaged.”

“That don’t bother me none.” He winked one bloodshot eye at Dani, turned back to the action, and continued his monologue.

Dani bent to Donna’s ear. “Why the heck did you sit next to him?” she hissed. 

“The space was open. Guess we know why.”

“So why do I have to sit by him?” 

“He’s more your type.” Donna smirked. 

Dani rolled her eyes.

From her other side, Adam babbled on, oblivious to their private conversation. “What ya looking for?” he asked. “A worker or a rider?”

Donna ignored the question, so Dani fielded it. “A pet, I guess. Something gentle I can mess with.”

“Ya see that little one, in the back? The one the others keep runnin’ into?” He leaned into Dani. “That one’ll be goin’ with me. No one’s gonna bid on that. That thing’s bony and trips over itself. Good for nothin’ but dog food.”

His comment snared Dani’s attention. “What do you mean, ‘dog food’?”

“I take the leftovers, the ones that don’t sell, bring ’em down to Texas. A plant across the border takes ’em. Don’t matter the condition.”

“They use these horses for dog food meat?”

“Any kinda meat. People in China love that stuff.” He sniffed and ran a dirty hand under his nose. “Ain’t my business. No one wants ’em. They ain’t good for nothin’.”

Dani’s throat grew thick. “Donna, did you know about this? That they kill the ones that don’t sell?”

“Hon, horses have to work to earn their keep. Just like cattle. People can’t afford to feed stock that don’t work. No one has that kind of money.” She tsked. “Too many people think they’re gonna breed the next Derby winner or the best cutting horse, but they end up with the second or fifth best or worse. No good. Some end up here, where there’s a chance they’ll find a new home. But if no one buys them...” She shrugged.

Tears clouded Dani’s vision, her words stuck somewhere deep inside her. 

“It’s a better death than starving, Dani. You’ve seen those farms on TV, where the owner leaves and the animals just die?”

“But what a waste!” Dani finally found her voice. “That can’t be right!”

“And that’s why we’re here, darlin’. This is where we find your new project.”

In the arena, two cowboy types eased open one of the green metal panels, and the lot of horses they’d been watching streamed out of the corral through the gap.

“Where do they go now?” Dani wondered.

Donna, looking at her cellphone, didn’t hear her. 


Adam didn’t respond.


A guy from the row in front answered her over his shoulder. “They go back to their pens and wait for the new owners to come around, pay, and pick ’em up.”

“What about the ones that don’t sell?” 

“Your friend’s right. They go to a kill pen.”

“A kill pen?”

“Yep.” He scratched the hair poking through the back opening of his cap. “It’s better to let them go that way than to starve or misuse them.”

Dani had no idea such a practice existed. She’d assumed animals had places to go when they didn’t or couldn’t work anymore, like the “going to the farm” phrase parents used when exasperated with a child’s unruly puppy.

A new group of horses was prodded forward to the metal corral. Like the first lot, this frightened pack also moved in a group, individual members cutting inside to keep away from the grandstand of noise, color, and smell.

Dani sat up tall in her seat and watched, but her thoughts were on the horrible journey many of these animals had ahead of them, miles down a hot highway to a kind of death she didn’t want to contemplate.

The auctioneer started up again, and people began bidding. Several of the stronger, fleshier horses—the ones Dani could see directing or reversing the flow—were the horses people wanted. The bid amounts grew by tiny increments, but the winning bids weren't high. Most went for less than $500.

It was still a better fate than what awaited the animals that trailed the pack, the ones that got jostled or run into, the ones that looked ribby, the ones with white-ringed eyes. Those, the crowd dismissed.

Dani knew then that these were the horses going to Mexico, the horses Adam would take when he headed South.
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More groups of horses were presented, examined, and dismissed. The stress of watching this process–witnessing the horses’ fear, their bravery, their spirits as each animal’s fate was determined–came to a head as the auctioneer announced the final lot.

“I’m ready to go.” Dani stood and swiped off the seat of her jeans. 

“Give me a minute.” Donna hit a button on her phone with one manicured nail, snapped down the screen, and dropped the device into the cavern of her purse. “How ’bout we check out the backside?”

“What’s that?”

“It’s where they keep the horses.”

Dani could only imagine what waited there. “Um, no thanks, I’d rather–”

Trying to waylay Dani’s discomfort, Donna reframed her suggestion. “Most of them are probably gone already, but maybe we can find one that’ll suit you.”

“Maybe.” Dani replied, but she was not convinced. “I’ll follow you.”

She’d seen how big the animals were as they circled the corral, how powerful and dangerous they could be. Despite the temptation to save one, she’d decided to give the whole project a pass.

She pushed the hair off her forehead and watched Donna descend the first set of steps as she planned how to tell her she’d changed her mind.

One level below them, the man who’d helped her earlier came through, trailing a few yards behind Adam like a shadow. They disappeared through the grandstand exit.

Donna turned and called for Dani to hurry and catch up.
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On the backside, lines of metal fence panels formed makeshift stalls that crisscrossed the enclosure. Maybe half of the pens were empty. A few horses called and squealed, twisting in their small enclosures to avoid capture; the rest stood quietly, waiting for whatever came next. 

Those who’d purchased horses had their bills of sale in hand or in their back pockets. Through the windows and the open sides of the dim cavern, they could see the trailers lined up outside, waiting to load their new acquisitions.

We don’t have a trailer, Dani realized. If we don’t have a way to get one home, maybe there’s nothing to worry about.

She stood taller and took a big breath, relieved.

“See that gal there?” Donna’s voice nudged her attention to a stout woman working a horse inside one pen. “That’s Roxie. I went to school with her. I always wondered where she ended up.”

They drew closer to watch the pair. “S’okay, girl. You’re a good girl,” the woman chanted, her words a smooth cadence that matched the horse’s strides around its pen.

The animal’s wide nostrils heaved and flapped; dark patches of sweat appeared on its thin chest and ribs. The woman didn’t give up: when the horse switched directions, the woman did too, placing herself at the animal’s hip, out of kicking range.


The animal circled around and around the pen like a merry-go-round ride. Finally, it quit. The woman stopped too, instantly; after a moment, she gently stepped toward the mare.

The horse backed away, bumped itself into the metal fencing, and reared on its hind legs. Dani watched intently to see how the woman would respond.


She didn’t, other than to raise her arm and track the horse around the pen once again. She didn’t look upset or frustrated with the time it was taking to get the animal’s halter on her.

Maybe I can do this, Dani thought. Maybe it’s a matter of patience, not force. I could–

“You interested in a horse?”

The woman’s question cracked Dani’s contemplation, startling her. Dani looked to Donna, but she’d gone off somewhere, leaving Dani alone.

The woman inside the pen laughed, a light and sprightly sound completely at odds with the focused concentration she’d shown with the horse. She strode over and stuck her hand through the fence bars.

“Hey there.” Her face was freckled and rosy. “I’m Roxanne. Roxie.”

Dani met her handshake. “Dani.” She pulled back, though, when the orange horse snorted.

Embarrassed by her reaction, she blurted, “I can’t believe how great you are with this horse. It’s like you have a special language with her.”


Roxie leaned forward to be heard. “Not ‘great,’ really. Just stubborn.” She grinned. “Have you always had horses? Worked with them, I mean.”


“Yep. Started training them when I moved to South Dakota with a fella who turned out to be worth less than the horse I brought with me. He left. I stayed.”

The woman’s forthright honesty surprised Dani. Maybe South Dakotans had a different set of small-town rules than Iowans. In Crestview, most didn’t give information out directly, but while they waited to get it, they weren’t above casting out a few nets.

“So, you here to buy?” Roxie nodded at the mare. “I thought I could find a home for this one, but no one’s interested. Apart from the meat market, I mean.” Her eyebrows came together.

“What’s her story? Is she a beginner’s horse?”

“I don’t know much about her. She’d been kept out back behind some drug house. My neighbor found her after hearing her; seems she hadn’t eaten for a while. The house was abandoned. Her, too, I guess.” Roxie shook her head. “He fed her, but he couldn't keep her. When he heard I was bringing some stock here to sell, he asked me to bring this one, too.” Roxie shrugged. “She needs lots of TLC, but she’s got a sweet personality. Are you interested?”

“I don’t have much money,” Dani admitted. “And I’ve never had a horse before. But I’d hate to see her go to . . .” She grimaced. “I could give her a good home.” Donna’s words echoed through her thoughts. “I might not ever ride her, but I’d brush her and work with her. She’d be safe with me.”

Roxie opened the stall gate. “C’mon in, then,” she gestured. The sparkle in her eyes gave Dani confidence. “I’ll show you what you’ll need to know to get started. When can you bring her home?”
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CHAPTER 2
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There should have been a better way to get the horse back to Crestview.

Donna was so pleased to volunteer Jim’s help, though, that Dani caved. Next time, she told herself, she’d pay better attention to her instincts.

Tracing the same route back to the auction house that she and Donna had taken the day before, Dani observed the couple’s interaction. Their conversation and the way they kept touching each other confirmed their relationship.

Dani looked out her window and tried to ignore their flirtation. She thought about what she’d learned about horses growing up, from her grandpa and from library books. Hopefully, it would be enough.

The miles passed in snapshots, like slides from an old projector. Each glimpse was a cousin to the last, featuring green fields, swooping power lines, and ditch grass, bent and dusty. Other trucks hauling trailers down the highway reminded Dani of updated wagon trains, lines of mechanical horsepower toting stock or produce or mail over the same track cut into the sod a century ago.

Reaching the auction house, they parked behind the building alongside the other trucks and trailers. Dani trailed the couple inside to the horse stalls on the arena’s backside. Clangs, snorts, whinnies, and human voices swirled within clouds of dust pounded free by the many feet crossing the powdery surface. The musky scent of sweat, combined with the odors of grass hay and animal droppings, was sharpened by the day’s rising temperatures.

Their goal was to get the horse home before the day grew too hot.

A white card affixed to one stall displayed Dani’s information, marking the horse inside as hers. The mare stood close to the aisle and kept a watchful eye on the humans and horses that went by. When Dani reached through the metal panel to pet her, though, she spun away, stomping a hind foot. She didn’t seem impressed that Dani had come to save her from the kill pen.

“Don’t take that the wrong way, miss.” A young man, the heels on his boots elevating him to a six foot height, clomped past. “She’s kickin’ flies, not you. She likes you—I can tell.” His words were as creased and showy as his tight, ironed blue jeans.

Dani didn’t believe him, that the mare liked her. She wondered if that line worked on “girls” of other ages. She followed him to a card table marked “Sales” and took out her ID to show the auction steward.

The horse’s name was recorded as “For The Long Haul” on the paperwork. She was an old Thoroughbred racehorse. 

Dani’s heart rate accelerated. 

She remembered reading that the breed was high strung and nervous, not the typical trail horse or backyard pet.

Instead of returning to the animal she now officially owned, Dani detoured to a rust-stained water fountain. Several gulps of lukewarm water didn’t help. It was too late to do anything about the fact that a racehorse was coming home with her. She told herself she’d better figure out a way to make it work.

Donna and Jim, engrossed by a flashy blond horse a few sections away, didn’t see her return. Dani figured it was her best chance to properly introduce herself to her horse, alone, without their advice or scrutiny. She opened the gate to her horse’s stall and crossed toward the mare in what she hoped was a quiet and nonthreatening manner.

“Hi, girl. How are you today?”

The mare’s ears flicked back as if to hear Dani’s voice better. Or maybe she was getting ready to kick–wasn’t that what her grandpa once said, that horses flattened their ears when they were mad?

Dani pivoted to the gate. She’d inadvertently left it open.

Chastising herself, she slapped it closed. Peering out from the corral to the aisleway, Dani didn’t see the others; she hoped they hadn’t noticed her gaffe.

She reminded herself that the horse was just a horse, like Grandpa’s old Steve, like other horses people all over the world owned and enjoyed and interacted with every day. No big deal. She sent up a quick prayer, took a deep breath, then counted three steps toward the animal.

This time, the mare showed Dani both eyes. Big dark eyes fringed with long black lashes stared at her as if weighing her value. The horse inhaled, ribs moving like thin snakes under her skin. She swished her tail.

The mare was judging her, trying to determine if Dani was safe.

Dani swallowed the lump in her throat and found herself taking another step, holding her hand out so the mare could see it. She kept her voice quiet.

“I’ll be your friend, girl. I’ll be kind to you.”

The mare blinked and sighed, a whoosh of air released like a heavy burden put down. She lowered her head and edged one front foot toward Dani, stretching her nose to sniff Dani’s outstretched hand.

Dani wished she’d have thought to bring a treat—a carrot or a piece of sugar. Something she could give to the horse to show her she was a good person.

She had nothing but her open hand.

The mare took a full step her way. Then, as softly as a drape of silk, she whispered her lips across Dani’s palm like a kiss.

A warm glow spread across Dani’s chest like a soothing balm. She was no longer afraid.

“What’s your name, girl? What should we call you? ‘107’ doesn’t really suit you, I don’t think. Long Haul? Holly?”

Dani told her horse about her new home and Cody, the dog. She described her barn and explained how she’d have to tote water because she didn’t have a trough. Dani asked in advance for the forgiveness she knew she’d need because she’d never had a horse before.

“But it looks like you won’t mind too much,” she added. “At least you won’t be dead. And anything I mess up has to be better than that.”

Jim’s voice, thrown like a concrete block through their thin veil of privacy, interrupted their conversation. “Well, looks like you two ladies is getting along good!” He hoisted his bulk onto the lowest rung of a fence panel, causing the metal connection chains to rattle and shake.

Dani’s mare reacted with a harsh sound through her nose like a collapsing bellows. She twirled on her thin ankles to show her lean backside to the intruder. She pinned her ears flat against her head. This time, Dani clearly understood that she should get out and away before something bad happened.

“Jim! Get down offa there!” Donna’s brightly embroidered cowgirl heels thumped up next to his grease-spattered work boots. She tugged the back of his belt and he plopped down, clanging the fence like a bell again. “It’s almost our turn to load.” She smiled at Dani. “You stay here, hon. I’ll come back and get you when we’re ready.”

Dani nodded. The mare edged out from her corner to stand quietly behind her. Together, they tracked the couple’s exit, Dani’s nausea rising when she saw Jim’s thick hand cupping Donna’s rear pocket.

Before they could move the big horse into the trailer, though, Dani had to figure out how to harness it. With her problem shoulder, Dani couldn’t reach up high enough to get the strap over the horse’s ears. She kept trying, feeling rushed, until the mare finally lowered her head, giving Dani the right angle to wrap the halter over the animal’s mane, buckle it, and attach the lead rope.

Next, she coaxed the mare from her pen. They moved down the aisle to the huge sliding door on the far side of the barn. The mare’s eyes shifted from side to side as other horses called out, but she kept pace with Dani until they reached the big door to the parking lot, where the borrowed trailer waited.

The mare balked. She didn’t want to go into the dark, boxlike cavity. She wrenched away, jumping from her front feet to dance on her hinds, snorting and snapping the lead rope.

Dani persisted, urging her to step onto the trailer’s floor, but the horse wasn’t having it. She refused, again and again.

The back of Dani’s shirt grew wet. Her eyes stung from perspiration. Her arm ached. She tried to ignore the looks and suggestions that swelled out from those waiting behind them.

Jim barged over from whatever he’d been doing and snatched the line from Dani’s hands. He didn’t ask.

Discarded to one side in his wake, Dani searched the drawn faces around her, seeking Donna’s help. She couldn’t locate her in the group nor in the line of those still waiting to load.

Meanwhile, Jim pulled on the rope with both hands, trying to muscle the horse into the trailer, but the horse planted her feet and leaned back from his pressure.

He cussed and swatted at her with the loose end of the rope. The animal circled from side to side but wouldn’t go forward.

He swore at her and swung again.

Turning her own circle, Dani knew what Jim was doing was wrong, but she didn’t know how to fix it. She continued looking for Donna, horrified and nervous, completely certain that owning a horse was a terrible idea.

The mare’s darting eyes showed wide, white rings. She yanked Jim off-balance as he aimed a kick at her belly. She called out, a shrill shriek of desperation.

Then, a woman stepped out of the crowd and quietly moved to stand next to the horse’s shoulder. She placed one hand on the horse’s sweaty neck and crooned to the frightened animal, gibberish Dani couldn’t decipher.

Dani squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t bear to watch, couldn’t make herself a party to what might happen if the horse freaked out or hurt the gentle woman.

Suddenly, all the noise and activity quieted. Others around her murmured; someone tossed out a compliment. Squinting one eye open, Dani saw the woman slide her hand back to take the rope from Jim. The woman didn’t ask.

The atmosphere among those watching softened like the rope, now lank and swaying. The woman continued speaking soft nonsense. Her movements were slow, steady. She sweet-talked the mare into the trailer in minutes.

Dani inched out from under the stable’s overhang. Observing the animal’s response to both ends of the range of treatment—from Jim to the kind woman—changed her mind. Maybe she could handle a horse, if she could learn how to gain the mare’s trust.

She went to the rear of the trailer, where the woman was locking the safety bar behind the horse’s backside. “Thank you—” she started, but Jim muscled in.

“Hey, thanks a million!”

He positioned himself between Dani and the helper, so close that the fabric of his shirt brushed against Dani’s bare arm. He reached out and reclaimed the lead rope from the woman. 

His expression was calm now, his angry mask smoothed and serene. He generated a belly laugh and attempted an explanation. “What a bitch, huh?”

The woman who loaded the horse melted back into the crowd without saying a word.

But Dani did. “Wait a minute.” She admonished Jim’s comment and his cruelty to her horse, but as she considered the right words to confront him, she realized that the man next to her wasn’t even paying attention.

Donna had reappeared, and Jim’s focus fixed on her. “Ya see me get her in there? She’s a tough one to handle, I’d say. Had my hands full!”

Her sunglasses hid her expression, mostly, but she offered a muted compliment before hoisting herself into the truck’s passenger seat. “Oh Jimmy, I never doubted you for a minute!” 

Moving to secure the trailer’s rear gate, Dani found herself wondering, again, how much Donna had seen. Donna held her cards very close to her chest. 

She rejoined the couple inside the truck, and their drive back to Crestview passed uneventfully. Dani looked back at the horse trailer from time to time, but there wasn’t any way to hear or see what was happening inside it. She hoped the mare was doing okay.

Jim joked and teased Donna, as before, but on this return trip, her responses sounded a bit sedate, even forced.

What’s going on with her?

Dani considered her friend’s reactions, but when they reached her farm, she focused solely on getting the horse out of the trailer and into her new lodgings.

She rejoined Donna and Jim back on the driveway to offer her thanks.

Lingering in the unlit entryway to watch the rig drive away, its amber side lights and rear red signals soft and fuzzy through the dust it stirred up, an ugly realization dawned.

She now owed a debt to the man.
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CHAPTER 3
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The next morning brought low growls of thunder from the gray, sleepy west. Dani rolled over, untangled the sheet from her legs, and looked at the nightstand. Not even 7:00 a.m. She turned away from the window, flipped her pillow to the cold side, and tried to go back to sleep.

The thunder outside returned, more intense. A hiccup of space, a breath, and the grumbling drew closer. The windowpanes rattled. It wasn’t thunder but a semi out on the road.

Dani had been living at this address long enough to know that it wasn’t the right season for a truck to be hauling. Not only that, but most drivers used the smoother, tarred roads to preserve their rigs and loads. She wondered why the driver chose to take the bumpy gravel road past her house, off the beaten path.

She squished her eyes shut, but her curiosity got the best of her. Swinging her feet off the bed, Dani crossed to the window in time to see the back of a stock trailer, the morning’s angled sunrays causing the dark holes on its silver side to glint like hollow, evil grins. In its wake, a curtain of dust swept up her driveway, shredded into ghostly ribbons by the pine trees’ outstretched fingers.

As she stood there, she remembered: somewhere down below her window was a horse, her horse, though there was no sign of it in the green paneled pen. She twirled around and snagged her sweatpants and a hoodie from the floor.

Cody met her downstairs at the front door, taking the lead as they rushed to the barn. He remembered that a new member had joined their herd.

The mare was backed into an inside corner of the barn, the safest place from which to defend herself. Her breath burst out in puffs as if she was trying to sniff and snort at once, some combination of curiosity and fear toward her guests.

“Hey girl, it’s just us—me and Cody,” Dani murmured. She ticked through the list of things she was not supposed to do: Don’t speak sharply or loudly. Don’t make sudden movements. Never pat her directly between the eyes.

The two large squares of grassy hay Dani had put in the corner the night before were gone, and a few piles of dark droppings dotted the enclosure. The water bucket was empty too.

“I’ll be right back with your breakfast,” Dani addressed the horse. “Don’t go anywhere, ’k?” she added, amused at her own humor, thrilled that the mare had made it safely through their first night together.

The mare kept her place in the corner, but her eyes darted and tracked Dani as she retreated and returned with hay and fresh water. Only when Dani had backed out and refastened the gate did the horse shuffle over to the hay, biting and shaking a few wisps at a time to break the tightly woven thatch into a loose pile.

“We should find a new name for you, too,” Dani decided. “How do you like Sandy?”

Dani wasn’t sure what to call her, but she wanted to pick something that marked a change in the horse’s life. A symbol for her second chance.

Trodding back to the kitchen, Dani thought about the strange appearance of the truck and animal trailer on her isolated road. There were some empty barns and buildings around, where neighbors had given up or had been bought out, but no one out her way had stock, as far as she knew. The farmers out this way grew crops.

She took her coffee to the porch, sat, and savored the first sip. She looked up past the porch’s overhang: clouds eddied and swirled behind full, green leaves laced together like latticework over her rooftop. A passel of little birds scolded the barn cat out from under the biggest pine along her driveway. Dani’s neighbor had cut his hay the day before, leaving it to dry in long, lush lines in the next field. Its sweet perfume mingled with the coffee’s peaty aroma.

Cody barked, interrupting her musings. A blue Ford filled her driveway, the model with the big engine and dual sets of wheels at the back. 

Jim.

Dani held her mouthful of coffee and waited, alert.

He swung out from the truck’s cab, reaching behind his seat for a big paper sack with “Oats” printed on one side. Striding up to the house, he dropped the bag on her sidewalk. “How’s about a cup of coffee?” His voice oozed charm. Confidence. Arrogance.

Dani could smell his aftershave all the way up on the porch.

“Just had the last cup. Sorry.” She didn’t get up, but Cody did, edging to the porch steps. “Is that for the mare?”

“You can eat it too, I s’pose,” he joked. “But I brought it for the mare, yah.” He didn’t come any closer, but he didn't move away, either.

Jim’s intrusive hovering made Dani recall the uncertainty between her and her horse. She wondered if the animal felt as uncomfortable with Dani as Dani did now, with Jim so near. She was aware that she and Jim were alone on this isolated farm, with no one to help her out, if she needed it.

“How’d she do last night?” His graveled voice broke into her thoughts. 

“Fine.”

Dani contemplated what to say in the silence that followed. She wanted to tell the man that he couldn’t just come to her place whenever he wanted, but she didn’t want him to interpret that to mean that she was uncomfortable or frightened, either.

She tried a sideways move. “How about you? Was Donna impressed with how you loaded the horse?”

He didn’t answer. He left the house and aimed his way to her barn.

Dani followed, straining to bring the feed bag with
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