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She was a beautiful cream color, with a white tail and mane, a mare, and we remembered her 

blue eyes from before she fell asleep.  We had great hopes for her.  We would use her to take 

milk from the cows and goats to market, and also the vegetables that we grew on the farm in the 

spring and summer and split wood in the winter, and then there would be the money we needed 

to buy more animals and more land, and perhaps to build a bigger barn for more cows, and a 
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bigger house.  Then we might buy a carriage, and make a little more money yet, transporting our 

neighbors to the city, from time to time, or to the train station, or to see their families who lived 

just a little too far to walk. 

 But it all came to nothing.  One day my father brought her back from the fair, where they 

buy and sell horses in a field outside the city once a month in the spring and summer at the full 

moon.  Our father was riding on her bare back, and she was prancing, her head held high.  We all 

came out of the house to see this horse and looked at her with astonishment and delight because 

she was so beautiful, and because she was ours. Then we took turns riding on her.  Our father 

boosted us up, lifting each of us in turn by the armpits so we could throw one leg over her back 

and wrap our hands in her white mane, the hairs as thick as string and as strong as wood.  Our 

father led her around the courtyard front of the house, and we each giggled or screeched with 

delight as we rode, holding on to her mane so that we didn’t fall off.  When our father tired, he 

let me lead, and the new cream horse stood patiently as the rest of us helped the next child to 

clamber up on the cream colored horse’s back.  One of us went on hands and knees to let that 

child stand on our backs, and then we boosted that child with our hands wrapped together to hold 

their feet so we could lift them.  Then we let that child put her or his feet on our shoulders as 

they rose higher and higher next to the patient horse’s back, until the lifted child was high 

enough to throw one foot over the horse’s back and sit upright, their hands entwined into the 

cream-colored horse’s white mane. 

Children love with their whole souls, with abandon, and we loved the cream colored 

horse in that way.  We loved her so much that we all dreamed about her, and we took turns 

telling our dreams.  Our father cleared a stall in the barn of old furniture and broken farm 

implements, and we decorated it with flowers, pine branches and herbs, so the home of our 
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cream colored horse would look as pretty as she looked and would always smell fresh and clean. 

None of us could imagine a better life. 

          But a few weeks later the horse fell asleep.   

She didn’t die.  She just didn’t wake up. 

She just lay on her side in her stall.  She didn’t move except to breathe, and her breathing 

was slow and heavy, as if she were dreaming heavy dreams of sadness or worry, or remembering 

what she had loved and lost. Her stall smelled of vanilla at night and of the rich warm fetid smell 

of manure and horse urine in the mornings. Sometimes her tail switched in her sleep, as if she 

was dreaming about a pasture where the grass was long and green, the sun was strong, and there 

were insects flitting about in the then warm sunlight. 

We thought she would die, at first, and a gloom descended on our household as thick as 

the sadness and despair we would have felt if one of us were dying, or if the country had gone to 

war. We didn’t play in the house any more.  When we played outside, we went far from the 

house and played quietly, so as not to wake the horse.  Our father brought men to look at the 

horse but they all went away, shaking their heads.  They had never seen anything like it, and not 

one of them knew what to do.  Soon, people began to avoid us, as if afraid that what had befallen 

our beautiful horse, and us, would also befall their horses and their families and loved ones. 

And yet the horse lived.  Every day, we brought hay and water, and left it in the stall.  

Every morning, the hay and water was gone, and there was a pile of manure in the corner of the 

stall.  None of us ever saw her awake and stand.  Her living and sleeping was a great mystery, a 

question for which we had no answer. 
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And so we lived in the shadow of her sleeping.  There was no horse to pull the cart to 

market, and no money to do the things we had been dreaming of.  There was no horse to ride at 

twilight in the courtyard of our house, no way to us to take turns scrambling on her back and 

leading her in circles. We were left with the life we always had.  We tried not to think about the 

horse, or the dreams she had let us dream.  She lay in the stall in a dark corner of the barn, and 

we never went there, other than to bring her hay and water and to muck out her stall. The flowers 

in her stall wilted, the herbs dried, and the branches we put there lost their needles and fell from 

the walls. The barn became a dark place that we all tried to avoid. 

Eighteen months came and went.  There was, in fact, a war. Young men donned 

uniforms, and talked bravely about battles and guns and how the enemy was very fierce and very 

evil.  They knew they would be brave and that the enemy would be vanquished.  But when they 

went away, only a few came back.  We heard about others, who languished in hospitals in distant 

places, having been disfigured or maimed, and that made us very sad indeed.  We were too 

young for the war, but we also counted the years -- if the war went on too long, I would have to 

go, and that worried me, because I was not bold, not wont to see another people as the enemy, 

and not certain that battles and the slaughter of human beings could awaken the horse, or solved 

the problems we had on our farm, with our neighbors, or in the cities nearby. 

They called our father to go to war, and we were afraid and very sad indeed.  I was old 

enough and my sisters and brother were old enough to feed the cows and the goats and bring in 

the hay.  

In that moment our childhood ended. We worked hard in the fields or tending to the cattle 

and goats whenever we weren’t in school.  Our hearts stayed hidden, and our thoughts were 
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always clouded over in that time, worried about our father, sad about the horse, empty because of 

the war, and hoping only that time would pass and that the world could right itself, so we could 

go back to laughing together, to clamoring up the horse’s back and leading her around the 

courtyard, shrieking with delight. 

All this time the horse lay on her side all day long, breathing heavily, and deeply asleep. 

And we tried not to think about her.   

 

One day our father came home from the war, wearing a tattered uniform.  He was unhurt 

on the outside.  But now he was silent. A certain weight was lifted off our backs, but our old life 

did not return.  Our father went back to work in the fields, but he shut himself up in his room at 

night, and was short with us , where before he had been so warm and loving. We did not permit 

ourselves to dream. 

 

And then one day we heard a whinny.  The horse!  We went running to her stall.  She still lay on 

her side but her eyes opened for a moment.  And the smell of her was different.  There was a new 

smell about her -- a rich, languid smell, the smell of orchids and of pollens. 

Then, for a few days, we heard snores and coughs from the horse’s stall.  She was still 

asleep, but sometimes her eyes opened for a moment at a time.  One of our sisters said she 

thought our mare was in heat. 

Three days later, just before dawn, we heard whinnying, not once or twice, but one call 

after the next, as if our horse was alive again and was whistling a tune, so loud and clear it felt 
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like we were dreaming again.  We shook ourselves out of our slumber and our warm beds and 

went running to the barn.  It was a cold clear morning, and the long yellow rays of first sun 

angled through the bare trees across the courtyard.  The birds had come back and were calling to 

one another as they flitted from place to place, and the chickens in the yard had clustered about, 

waiting to be fed. 

The horse was awake and standing on her feet.  Her eyes were dull, as if she wasn’t fully 

awake yet, but great clouds of steam flowed from her nostrils as her warm moist breath flowed 

into the crisp morning air.  It was unbelievable.  She blinked as if she didn’t quite recognize 

where she was or why she was here, or even what she wanted yet.  But she was awake and she 

was standing on her own. 

We crowded around her, wanting nothing more than to touch her warm flanks, to pet her 

warm strong neck, or to touch the soft spots around her mouth and nostrils, which were black in 

color and as soft and warm as porridge.  

Then our father came and shooed us away.  He stood silent and looked at the horse, face 

to face, his breathing also making tiny clouds in the crisp morning air.  Horses don’t look you in 

the eye the way a person does.  There isn’t the same fix and focus.  They take you in as part of 

the scenery, as one tiny perceptual fact in a broad bright world of colors and shapes, which they 

see themselves as part of without perceiving self and other as we perceive it, as if time and 

nature were part of one continuum, as if there were no future, no past and no memory and no 

hope of change but only the strange threatening majesty of the present.  
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 I don’t know what our father wanted to learn from the horse.  Perhaps he only wanted to 

know if he could trust her to remain standing and awake, to find out if she who had disappointed 

him and us so intensely could ever be trusted with his and our hopes again. 

It didn’t matter.  He reached out and patted her nose.  Then he went into the kitchen, and 

made her a mash of warm milk, oats and molasses, which he brought out to her in a bucket, and 

which she hungrily and enthusiastically consumed, licking the corners of the bucket with her 

tongue to sop up every drop, as if she were a cow. 

And then our father put a rope halter around her head, and led her out into the courtyard, 

into the sunlight.  The cream colored horse walked gingerly, slowly, as if she wasn’t sure of the 

location of her feet, and when she came out of the barn she blinked and appeared dazed.  But she 

followed our father diligently, not sure of herself but trusting him, the rope that tugged on her 

muzzle guiding her gently forward. 

Our father found a second lead rope in the paddock and clipped it to her halter.  Then he 

passed each lead rope around a different side of her neck, so he had reins with which to steer her. 

Then he got up on a mounting block and leapt onto her back.   

All of a sudden, the old cream colored horse we knew, the horse we hoped for and loved, 

was returned to us.  The horse held her head high again.  The brightness came back to her eyes.  

She trotted out of the courtyard, lifting her feet high, almost prancing. 

 

Our father came back two days later, leading the horse.  He put her back into her stall, 

which we decorated again with flowers and herbs and pine branches, and he brought her mash 
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every morning, mash he made himself, and he patted her neck as she ate it.  He pulled an old 

horse cart that lay covered with dust and cobwebs from the corner of the barn, painted it bright 

orange, and began to bring milk, butter, and cheese to market once a week.  Before he set out, we 

covered the cart in flowers, and wove flowers into the cream colored horse’s mane and tail. 

 

A year later, when we had almost forgotten our long period of sadness while the horse slept, we 

heard a whinny in the night, and then a second, very weak cough. We all jumped out of bed and 

went running out to the barn.  By lamp light we saw the new foal, wet from her mother’s womb.  

The foal was jet black and struggling to stand. 

 All at once we were in love again.  

 

 Now we are the owners of horses. We pamper them with mash and fill their stalls with 

flowers, because we remember when our horse slept and our lives were without feeling and 

hope. 
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