polo
COWBOY

a novel by

G. NERI
illustrated by

JESSE JOSHUA WATSON

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products
of the author’s imagination or, if real, are used fictitiously.
Text copyright © 2021 by G. Neri
Illustrations copyright © 2021 by Jesse Joshua Watson
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, transmitted, or stored
in an information retrieval system in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic,
or mechanical, including photocopying, taping, and recording, without prior written
permission from the publisher.
First edition 2021
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number pending
ISBN 978-1-5362-0711-8
21 22 23 24 25 26 LSC 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Printed in Crawfordsville, IN, USA
This book was typeset in Century Schoolbook.
The illustrations were done in pencil, clear gesso, and acrylic on bristol board,
processed digitally.
Candlewick Press
99 Dover Street
Somerville, Massachusetts 02144
www.candlewick.com

A JUNIOR LIBRARY GUILD SELECTION

For Double E
GN
For Arrow
And for the youth making the changes we old folks weren’t
able to yet. Don’t settle for anything less than Justice for All!
JJW

ONE

M

ama is fuming. “Say that again.”

I swallow and take a deep breath. “I ain’t goin’
back to Detroit.”
Five minutes ago, we was celebrating. I almost beat
Harper in our first horse race—even though I’m pretty
sure he let me get that close. Mama’s here visiting,
and we was being all family-like again, laughing and
telling jokes at the Speedway in the middle of the
biggest nature park in Philadelphia.
It was a great day. But then she asked me when I
was gonna come back home again.

Home.
Ever since I came back to Philly to stay with
my dad for the summer, I only felt one thing: This
my home now. Where my horse, Boo, is. Where the
fellas is. Where our stable, the Ritz-Carlton, is. The
Ritz may have been just a run-down garage before,
but to us, this barn is like the fanciest hotel in the
neighborhood—the place to be and be seen—so that’s
why we call it that. It’s my real home. Not Detroit,
where Mama lives.
I didn’t wanna say that out loud, but she kept
asking. Now I swear her eyes is gonna drill a hole
through my head.
“You the one who brung me here in the first place,”
I say to her stare.
It was only a year or so ago, so I know she
remembers. Who forgets ditching their boy on the
doorstep of a daddy he’s never met?
She sighs. “I thought we had a deal. Summers
here, school year back in Detroit.”
Deal, schmeal. “I wanna go to school with my
friends here, in Philly.”
That’s not exactly true. Most my friends is cowboys
or small kids who come to the stables to learn. So I
confess the real reason: “Besides, Boo needs me.”
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That don’t sit right with her. “Boo’s a horse,” she
say.. ““II need you.”
“Then move back to Philly,” I say. “You gettin’
along with Harp now. Why can’t we be a family again?
In Philly.”
I can tell that knocks her for a loop. “Life don’t
work that way, Cole. I can’t just pick up and leave my
life behind. I got a job, responsibilities. I can’t just go
back to a relationship that’s been dead all these years.
It’s not that easy.”
I don’t wanna hurt her feelings. But truth is, I am
happier here, and she knows it.
We stand there for a long time, thinking what to
say next. Boo is eating grass behind me. Harper, my
dad (even though I don’t like to call him that), is on
his horse, waiting for us to leave. I don’t want Mama
to go, but standing here just makes it harder to say
goodbye.
“What about your future?” she asks.
“What about it?”
She sighs. “World’s a tough place, Cole. Ain’t got
no room for young black men. You gonna end up like
your cousin Smush or make something of yourself ?”
I look over at Smush, who’s rolling dice on the
basketball court. He’s a dropout and sometimes
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corner boy who always finding trouble, even when he’s
helping out.
Then I look at Harp and the other horsemen getting
ready to ride back to the neighborhood. “What’s wrong
with bein’ a cowboy?”
She almost laughs. “Being a cowboy isn’t a job.
Plus, it’ll suck up any money you do manage to make.
Just ask your dad. Your only hope is to find a way to
college.”
College? “Why I gotta be thinkin’ about college?
I’m only fourteen. What’s that gotta do with stayin’
here?”
She glances over at Harp. “I’m not so sure your dad
is thinking about your future. He’s not even thinking
about his own.”
I stare at the ground for the longest time, trying
to find the words. I wanna tell her I love her, that this
ain’t got nothing to do with the past.
Instead what comes out is “Maybe, but I still
wanna stay in Philly.”
She stares at me like she trying to read my mind,
like she trying to see if I really feel that way or if I’m
just being a teenager.
Then she laughs, but not in a funny way. “You just
like your daddy. Love that horse more than me.”
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She turns to leave, and it feels like she just put a
knife in my back. “Wait,” I say.
She stops, shakes her head. I grab her from
behind. She sighs and pulls me into a bear hug till I
can’t breathe. “I love you too,” she says.
Then she walks away before we both lose it.
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Two

I

need to get my head together.
Am I sure about this? Move to Philly for real? I ain’t

even asked Harp about this yet. I just been playing it
out in my head.
“Looks like you two had words,” says Harp, like
he’s had a word or two with her hisself.
I nod, but I ain’t ready to get into it. “I’m sure
you’ll hear all about it before she head back tonight.” I
expect more grilling, but Harp don’t say nothing.
“You mind if I take Boo out?” I ask.
He sees I don’t wanna talk. “See ya back at the
Ritz.”

•••
Whenever things get too much for me, I escape deep
into Fairmount Park. This is me and Boo’s favorite
place. You can wander for miles, escape all the noise
of the city, and just disappear into that forest—riding
alone, listening to the leaves in the wind or the sound
of the creek trickling by. Whenever I come here, I
forget all my troubles and feel whole again.
I don’t wanna sound corny or nothing, but Boo is,
like, my best friend now. I can tell him anything and
he don’t judge.
“I don’t know why she trippin’. I kept up my end
of the deal. Passed eighth grade. Stayed outta trouble.
Am I right?”
Boo don’t say nothing, which feels like a “Right.”
“Principal even shook my hand and said, ‘I wasn’t
sure you could do it, but you made it.’ Mama should be
happy.”
Boo kinda nods . . . but he do that when he walks.
“Maybe I can make a new deal. Maybe switch it
around and spend the summer in Detroit and the rest
of the year here? Whatchou think about that?”
Boo stops and looks back at me.
I know a guilt trip when I see one. “Don’t you give
me a hard time too, Boo. I know it sucked when I was
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gone. You don’t think I know what it feels like to be
abandoned? I know.”
I let out a sigh, then look around to see where we
are. There’s a clearing up ahead where I can see the
end of a metal fence. When we get up close, I see it’s a
corral fence.
Then it hits me.
“Oh, dang, Boo. You know what this is? It’s that
police barn I broke you out of.”
His ears rise up in high alert. I can feel his body
tense. I wonder if he really remembers that week when
the city inspectors took him away and locked him and
the other horses up in here. He musta been so scared,
just like I was when I watched them cart him away.
Seem like a million years ago when we busted them
out in the middle of the night and hid in the park like
we was train robbers in the Old West.
“Easy, Boo,” I say, looking around. “Somethin’
looks different.”
What’s different is that the whole place is emptied
out like a ghost town. We trot around the edge of the
corral till we come to the barn. But there ain’t no
horses. No people. No equipment. Nothing.
“Looks like they moved out.” I get down and walk
Boo around. I try the main barn door, but it’s locked. I
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peek in through the crack. With most barns, the smell of
horses hits you, and it’s like being home. Here, nothing.
Empty.
“Man, they really is gone. Good—no more
horsenappers!” I karate-kick the gate to the corral,
and it opens. “Boo, check it out! Wanna go for a spin?”
I lead him into the corral, then chase him till he’s
galloping around in circles along the fence. We play
tag for a bit, but he keeps running long after I’m outta
breath.
I climb on top a the fence and watch him. He looks
happy. Running here ain’t like running around the
empty lot across from our stable, which is full of holes,
weeds, and broken glass. This is like real dirt that has
been taken care of.
Boo peters out and stops at a trough with some
rainwater in it. I pet his neck, and he gets his drink
on. “Man, imagine if we lived here, Boo. Wouldn’t that
be dope? You could sleep in that barn in style and run
out here every day. That’d be livin’.”
I feel for Boo—his stable is dark and old and made
up from broken doors and scrap plywood, and the air
is thick with dust and cobwebs, and sometimes there’s
even rats running around. Being here feel like . . .
heaven.
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I’m sitting there dreaming what I could do with
the place when I hear some kinda strange noise.
Thwack—bang! . . . Thwack—bang! . . . Thwack—
bang!
What’s that?
I leave Boo at the trough and follow the sound out
the corral. It seem to be coming from the other side of
the barn.
The barn is big, so it takes me a few minutes to
walk around its edges. The sound is getting louder,
and then, when I come up on a corner, I start hearing
a voice too. A girl’s voice, counting.
Thwack—bang! . . . “Twenty-two.”
Thwack—bang! . . . “Twenty-three.”
When I peek around the corner, I see the weirdest
thing: a girl sitting on a sawhorse with a piece of
cardboard for a saddle, holding the reins like it’s a real
horse or something. She’s hitting red softballs with a
long wood hammer.
She takes a swing at one of them balls—thwack! It
sails through the air and hits a square chalked on the
side of the barn—bang!
“Twenty-four,” she counts.
I have no idea what she’s doing, but I watch her
hit a few more. She’s dressed funny too—wearing a
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helmet and on her arms and knees is leather pads. On
her feet she’s wearing long black boots that cover her
calves. She got on white pants and a dark shirt that
says one word: CHUKKERHEAD.
When she runs outta balls, she climbs down offa
that thing and starts collecting the loose ones in a
basket. But then she puts the basket at the foot of her
“horse” and takes off her helmet—
Oh—dang.
She about my age, but her face—it looks like she’s
made up for Halloween or something. Her skin is dark,
like mine. But around her eyes, nose, and mouth is
painted like . . . white.
Like she just dipped the front of her head into a
bowl of paint or something.
“It’s not polite to stare,” she says suddenly.
I look around and realize she talking to me.
“I wasn’t starin’,” I say (even though I was). “I mean,
I just heard a noise and came around to check it out.”
She looking at me, but the whole mask thing is
freaking me out, ’cause it ain’t paint. It’s her skin. I try
to change the subject.
“What happened to the mounted police?” I ask. “I
mean, last time I was here, they kept all a their horses
in the stable.”
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She dumps the basket of balls. “They’re gone.
Closed the program.”
“Really? Why?”
She climbs back up on her wood horse. “Mom says
it cost the city too much to feed them and clean up
after them.”
She aims and takes a swing at a ball. Thwack—
bang! . . . “Twenty-six.”
“I think you was on twenty-five,” I say.
She ignores me, but on the next hit—Thwack—
bang!—she says “Twenty-six!”
wenty-six!” with attitude.
I watch her take a few more whacks. “What’re you
doin’?” I ask.
“What’s it look like? Practicing my half-seat trunk
rotation.”
“Your what?”
She laughs. “Polo, dummy.”
Only polo I know is them shirts some kids wear
around. “Like . . . Ralph Lauren Polo?”
She stops and looks at me like I’m stupid. “If you
gonna stand there, make yourself useful. Get those
balls for me, will you?”
I don’t know why, but I do it. I hustle over to where
a couple balls sit near the barn wall. “Can I ask you a
question?”
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Thwack! A ball sails by, just missing my head.
BANG!
“Hey!” I shout.
She stares me down, hard, then points to her face.
“It’s called vitiligo, if you gotta know,” she says. “It’s a
disease that causes the loss of skin color. So, no, I’m
not dressed like a clown for Halloween, and I’m not
part Dalmatian. Okay?”
I pick up the balls and walk over to where she is
and dump them. “I was just gonna ask you what a
chukkerhead is,” I say.
She kinda laughs like she ain’t sure if I’m lying or
not. Finally she says, “A chukkerhead is anyone who
loves polo.”
“I never seen anyone play polo except for a polo
game I saw on TV once. But it was in a pool, and there
weren’t no wood horses or hammer sticks,” I say. “I did
play Marco Polo once, but that was in a pool too.”
Now she just looks sorry for me. “Are you, like,
simple in the head or something? And by the way,
these aren’t hammer sticks. They’re called mallets
and—”
She suddenly stops talking and her expression
changes. I hear Boo amble up behind me. He starts
nibbling at the back of my head.
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I take his reins and climb up till I’m eye level with
Boo don’t seem to care, ’cause he goes right up to
her like he knows her. “Hey, Boo . . .” she says, like
I interrupt their moment with a little dig. “So,

She looks at her wooden ride, with a makeshift
saddle on it. “We call them ponies in polo.” She thinks.
“I think his name is . . . Woody. So, you a rider, then?
She seems surprised for some reason, so I set her
straight. “I’m a cowboy, I guess. From over on Chester

She nods. I try not to stare at her, but being face-toface, it’s hard not to. “You know what’s gonna happen
to the barn?” I ask, trying to change the subject.
She shrugs. “I dunno. Seems stupid to let it go
to waste, though. I been using it to practice. Nobody
bothers me here.” She’s looking at Boo, and then acts
like a light bulb went off in her head. “Hey, you wanna
scrimmage?”
“‘Scrimmage’?” I’m not sure what she means or
that I wanna spend any more time here. “Uh, not
today. I kinda hafta get goin’ now.”
She nods, looking at Boo. “Well, next time. We’ll go
one-on-one. Boo likes it.”
I don’t know why she talking about Boo like they
go way back, but it’s getting on my nerves. “Whatever,”
I say. I pull on Boo’s reins and back him out to show
her what I can do.
“See you when I see you,” she says.
“Not if I see you first,” I say.
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ThREe
I

got too much on my mind to think about that crazy

black girl with the white face—like convincing Harp
to let me stay the year with him in Philly.
Harp is moody, so I gotta find the right time to
hit him up. He’s most calm when he’s brushing down
his horse, Lightning, on the sidewalk outside our barn
while the other fellas hang out on Chester Ave., jawing
and telling jokes. I find him there.
“You talk to Mama?” I ask.
“More like she talked to me,” he says.
I wait for more, but it ain’t coming. “So . . . what
you think, then?” I finally ask. “I mean, about me
stayin’ an’ all?”

He keeps brushing. “Wished you woulda asked me
first. Then I coulda said no up front.”
Dang.
“Sorry. It just kinda came up,” I say. “So . . . you
don’t want me to stay?”
He don’t answer, just keeps brushing. But then he
says, “It’s just . . . I didn’t see it coming.”
I let that sink in. “I thought I could maybe go to
high school in the neighborhood,” I say. “And take
care of Boo, you know, full-time.” I pick up the hose
and start rinsing off Lightning. Harp stands back and
watches. “You know—so you don’t have to,” I add.
He takes out a cigarette, lights it. “Might wanna
think twice about going to high school here. It’s
kind of gone downhill since my day, just like this
neighborhood.”
“You went to North?” I ask. North is the only high
school around.
“Yeah. It was all right. Played football. But I heard
they had to close down the sports program ’cause other
teams were too afraid to come here.”
“To come here? What’s wrong with here?”
He clears his throat. “Nothing, if you in the right
gang.”
That don’t shake me. If it was good enough for
him, should be okay for me.
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He’s thinking on it, and I let him. Trying to
convince him is like convincing a cat to play fetch. I
watch him as he takes off his favorite bandanna and
washes it gently in the bucket. Sometime it feel like
he likes that rag more than me. “Your mama said
that if you stayed, I’d have to take a more ‘active role’
in your future.” He eyes me like he just noticed I’ve
grown two inches this summer. “What do you think
you might want to do after school is done? And don’t
say cowboyin’.”
I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m fourteen, remember?
What’d you wanna be when you was fourteen?”
He laughs. “I wanted to be starting wide receiver
for the Eagles. Didn’t work out.”
“Well, I don’t know, then,” I say. “I just wanna be
able to keep Boo and ride him when I want.”
He grunts, then starts brushing Lightning again
without answering.
“So . . . can I stay?” I ask. “I mean, for school. I’ll
do good, I promise. And I’ll call them and find out
everythin’ I gotta do to transfer.”
He sighs. “Listen. You wanna stay here? You gotta
pull your load. That means you gotta get a job.”
A job? Now he’s just playing me. “But . . . I’m only
fourteen.”
He looks at me dead in the eye, like, So what?
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“I had my first job at nine.”
Not sure I believe him. “Doin’ what?”
“Working my daddy’s stable.”
“I already do that,” I say.
“I mean for money. Ain’t nobody got no money
here for you. You gotta go where the money’s at. Some
people pay good money for a young’un who knows how
tack, feed, muck, and exercise a horse.”
“Yeah, you know some rich horse people?”
He’s staring at me now, sizing me up. I seen that
look before, and no good comes of it. “I just might know
someone.”
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FOUR

E

ven at dawn, when the sunrise casts a pretty

orange glow over Chester Avenue, our neighborhood
looks run-down. I mean, I ain’t complaining. It’s home
for now, and we make do with what we got. Vacant
garage? Turn it into a stable, using old plywood, doors,
whatever. Empty lot becomes a corral. Boarded-up
house? Expand your crib, like Harp done by taking
over the place next door (and by putting a hole in the
wall for a door). Add a bedroom for your son by kicking
out the horse you had living inside there.

I don’t know why I let Harp get me up so early
on a Saturday, but a deal’s a deal (his words) and I
gotta pay the piper (again, his words). He has a job for
me, and in the past, that meant driving up to Bucks
County, where the Amish live and raise horses. We go
up there to buy feed or gear or check out a auction or
two. So, I figure I’ll be loading stuff for some Amish
dude all morning.
But when we driving, instead of going up the
interstate outta Philly, we cross the bridge over the
highway into Fairmount Park.
“Where we goin’?” I yawn. I ain’t eaten or had juice
or nothing, but I figure we’ll stop along the way and
grab something.
“You’ll see,” he grunts.
I know that game. When he says “You’ll see,” that
mean he don’t wanna get into it. He’ll just spring it on
me and leave me before I can complain.
I stare out the window at the park passing me by.
“We goin’ to the Speedway?”
“Not today.”
“Okay . . .” I know better than to push too much.
We driving straight across the park now, past the
tennis courts and pool, over the river to where there
are wide-open green pastures and the rich people like
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to sun themselves and have picnics. They get mad at
us sometimes when we ride through and disturb their
goings-on.
Soon, we at the other end of the park, and I see a
big fancy sign on a fancy brick wall that surrounds a
fancy neighborhood.
WELCOME TO THE HEIGHTS.

“What are we doin’ here?” I ask. The Heights is the
opposite of our neighborhood, Strawberry Mansion.
They shoulda called this part Mansion, ’cause
that’s all that’s here: big houses with giant, perfect
lawns, long driveways, and expensive cars. Some even
got their own tennis courts.
As we drive, the Heights starts to open up, and the
properties get bigger. It’s more country feeling than
Philly. “Dang, look. They got horses.” I point to some
big-ass property with a white fence and expensivelooking horses galloping freely across a open field.
“Someday . . .” he says.
Right. When we hit the lotto. I gaze out at them
horses. Man, that would be the life.
We turn onto a leafy street, and there’s a even bigger
property that has a buncha white-brick buildings with
Roman columns like you see in the movies. There’s even
some cannons facing out over the green hills.
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“Man, somebody got too much money,” I say.
“Well, hopefully they’ll pay a decent wage for a kid
who ain’t never had a proper job.”
He points to a sign at the head of a long driveway.
GEORGE WASHINGTON MILITARY ACADEMY.

What the—? Suddenly, I realize I been scammed.
“Stop the car!”
He shakes his head, grinning. “Relax, Cole. I ain’t
shipping you off to military school. Least not yet.”
I stare daggers at him. I can’t tell if he’s serious or
not. “You better be jokin’.”
He pulls up and stops at the foot of the driveway.
About a hundred feet along is a iron gate reaching
for the sky. Two dudes in military outfits stand alert
behind the fence, looking at us.
“So, why we stoppin’, then?” I ask.
Harp pulls out a piece of paper and hands it to me.
All it says is Coach Whitman.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” I ask.
“Tell the cadets you’re looking for the stables.
They’ll be expecting you.”
I stare at him. “You gonna have to say more than
that to get me outta this truck.”
He turns to me. “I pulled some strings, called in a
favor. At least it’s not McDonald’s. You’ll be using your
horse skills.”
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I look at him, unsure, but horsing sounds better
than flipping burgers. “Why don’t you come with me,
then?”
“You’ll be fine,” he says, starting the engine again.
“I got places to be. Out.”
I get out and watch him drive off. I got my jeans
and T-shirt, boots, and cowboy hat on. As I walk up the
driveway, I notice the words

COURAGE, HONOR, SUCCESS

set into the gate. The two soldiers look at me, then
each other, then me again. They not making me feel
too welcome.
I stop in front of the gate, and one of them holds
up his hand. “Can I help you, sir? You have business
here?”
I realize these ain’t soldiers. They kids pretending
to be soldiers. “Yeah, if it’s any of your concern.”
I hand him the piece of paper. The kid soldier
looks at it, then shows it to his partner. “What am I
supposed to do with this?”
I wanna tell him what he can do with it, but I
don’t. “I’m expected. At the stables.”
“Stables?” the shorter one says. “We have stables?”
The taller one nods without taking his eyes off me.
“Yeah. On the south end of campus. But we sure as
heck don’t have any cowboys there. That’s C Troop—
cavalry unit.”
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“Oh,” says the other. “Cool. They have sabers and
stuff ?”
“Better believe it,” says the tall one. “Cut this
cowpoke right in half. Sliiice.” He acts out doing just
that.
I’ve had enough. “Look, guys, as much as I’d love
to sit here and listen to you toy soldiers, you better call
it in or whatever you have to do, ’cause I’m comin’ in
whether you like it or not. I got orders.”
The short one looks surprised. “From the
commander?”
I shake my head. “A higher authority. My dad.”
Five minutes later, the shorter boy is escorting me to
the stables. His partner said he has permission to shoot
to kill if I get out of hand, but I think he was joking.
He keeps looking at me like he wants to ask me
something. Finally, he says, “Are you a plebe?”
I stop. “What did you call me?” I’m about to get all
up in his face when he suddenly stands at attention
and salutes someone approaching us.
I turn, and another student in a fancier blue
military uniform and beret is coming up on us. He
can’t be all of seventeen, but the kid acts like a general
is approaching.
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“At ease, plebe,” says the fancy guy, who hasn’t
even started shaving yet. “What do we have here?” He
looks me up and down like I’m the one dressed funny.
“Escorting this . . . gentleman to the stable, sir.”
He shakes his head, like he don’t approve. “You
must be the new stable boy.”
“I know you didn’t just call me boy, son,” I say.
“That’s the first lieutenant,” the other one whispers
at me. “He’s our platoon leader.”
“I don’t care if he’s Cap’n Crunch. I’m nobody’s
boy—”
The first lieutenant smiles. “Just an expression,
sir. Stable boy, stable hand, groom. Same thing.”
But I can see through him. He means boy. I laugh
it off. “You probably don’t know a halter from a bridle.”
The first lieutenant smiles. “Oh, I see we have a
real horseman here. I didn’t know your kind knew
how to ride proper.”
“My kind?” I’m about to show him my kind.
He nods and starts on his way. “I mean you
cowboys. Good thing you’ll be working here. Maybe
you’ll learn something new. And by the way, at least
I know a chukker from an inning, which is more than
you can say.”
I let it go. Maybe I’m reading too much into him.
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“Don’t expect me to call you Lieutenant,” I say.
“I’m not one of you.”
“Well, if you don’t want to call me that . . .” he says
over his shoulder, “then call me Maverick. That’s my
name in the arena.”
The cadet looks at me, surprised I stood up to the
fancy kid, and maybe gives me a little more respect. We
keep making our way across campus. I spot some other
cadets dressed in black, breaking into a slow sprint—
slow only because they’re hauling instruments: tuba,
drums, trumpets. My cadet sees me watching.
“Morning formations,” he says.
I see the cadets fall into line as Maverick walks up
to them.
“At-ten-tion!” someone calls out. They line up
in two perfect lines, frozen in salute for the first
lieutenant. Weird.
We keep moving away from the action. Across a
parking lot, across a field with a track, across what
looks like a military boot camp obstacle course.
“You gonna go fight a war or somethin’?” I ask.
He shrugs. “Me? I want to do cybersecurity. After
college, of course.”
“You already thinkin’ of college?” I ask. “How old
are you?”
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“Thirteen.” He shakes off my first question.
“Everyone here goes to college,” he says, matter-of-fact.
I notice we’re heading into the woods. But there’s
a hidden staircase going down a hill, and when we hit
a clearing, I see it: a huge barn and stables.
“Dang. That’s big,” I say to myself.
“I never been down here before. That thing is full
of horses?” the cadet asks, pointing at the big barn.
But it ain’t like no barn I ever seen. First of all, it
looks like it’s three stories tall. We walk past a couple
corrals, and I step up to a side entrance of the barn
and peek in.
Inside is a giant arena surrounded by bleachers.
It’s one giant empty room with a sandy dirt floor and
all kinds of horse obstacles inside.
“Move it, plebes!”
I turn around and two dudes—teens—wearing
funny-looking leather armor barge past us on horses.
They got on blue polo shirts and helmets and knee-high
black boots and is carrying wooden mallets like that
girl had in the park. They look like they come off one of
those Ralph Lauren ads. The guys eye me suspiciously
like I’m some country hick. The one closest to me, a big
lean white dude with flaming red hair and eyebrows,
uses his mallet to knock my hat off my head.
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He brings his horse back around until the horse is
I can see he’d like to run me over. He’s big, and his
horse is bigger, sixteen hands at least. But I’m from
“You Cole?” I hear someone shout out from across
the way. I look over and see a small dark-haired
“Yeah,” I say, looking at Big Red. He shakes his
head and moves into the arena. “Next time,” I hear

I sneer at him as he passes. I wave to the lady.
“Comin’.”
I nod to my cadet, who seems in awe of the horses.
“Yo, I’m good now. You can head back if you like. What’s
your name?
“PFC Johnson, sir. Though technically I’m still a
plebe.”
“What’s with all this ‘plebe’ stuff ?”
“That’s what they call all first-year cadets. Until
Recognition Day. Then you become private first class.
And after a year, you get to be called an Old Man! I
can’t wait to be old.” He sees I have no idea what he’s
talking about. “Um, but my civilian name is Ronnie.”
I make a face. “For real?”
“I’m afraid so.”
He salutes me, then runs off but keeps stopping
every few steps to watch the horses in action. I watch
them too as I head toward the woman.
“Nice horses you got here. Coach Whitman?” I ask,
extending my hand.
“We call them ponies, but, yeah, they keep us
busy.” She shakes my hand; she’s small but strong.
Her green eyes take me in. “So, you’re Harp’s son?”
I nod. I hope that’s a good thing. “Well, lucky for
you, we’re short-staffed. My foreman got another job,
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so he can only help in the mornings on weekdays.
Need someone for weekday afternoons and Saturday
mornings to tack and barn the animals. Exercise
and groom, wrap and braid, keep the tack clean and
organized, muck, feed, tack up the ponies for workouts
and matches. The usual.”
“Braid?” I ask, trying not to act like I ain’t never
heard of that, ’cause I ain’t.
She nods toward a pony with its shaved mane and
tail braided tight. “You never played polo?”
I clear my throat. “I can ride faster than almost
anyone here. Do barrel racing, jumps. But . . . no,
not . . . polo.”
She nods. “Harp says you’re a fast learner.”
“He said that?” I say, surprised. “Um, I don’t gotta
wear no uniform around here, do I?”
She sees me looking at the big dude’s uniform. “No,
Cole. That’s for cadets only. You just need to focus on
the horses. Ignore everything else. You ever exercise
multiple ponies at once? It’s like being a dog walker,
except with ponies walking alongside you in a row.”
“No, ma’am. But if they’re used to it, I can figure it
out. When can I start?”
She laughs. “Now. You’re starting now. Didn’t he
tell you?”
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“Not really. And, um, what about pay?”
She sighs. “Technically, you’re a bit young to be on
staff, but as a favor to Harp, we’ll see how it goes, keep
it off the books for now. Harp’s debt will be forgiven,
and we’ll be square.”
“Wait—his ‘debt’? I ain’t gettin’ paid?”
She considers her words. “You’ll have to talk to
him. But if I were you, I’d take the deal. Who knows?
You might even learn something.”
I work only a few hours at the Academy that morning.
It’s enough. I learn that C Troop, the cavalry unit, is
made up of a coupla different groups of cadets—the
polo players, dressage riders (that funny prancing
horsing you see on TV), and a few other guys who ride
in parades. I’m supposed to help take care of all the
horses, plus help the polo players with other jobs. I
keep my eye on three of the players, including that
Maverick dude and Big Red, riding around the ring
in weird formations—all in a row, breaking into figure
eights, stopping and starting, turning on a dime. Feels
like they’re showing off.
The polo crew treat me like I’m their personal
stable boy. They dump all their gear into a pile and
tell me to sort and clean it—including shining their
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boots. “And you better see your reflection in them,”
says Maverick.
Coach says the barn is like their second home, so
they like to hang out after practice. For entertainment,
they watch me as I try to halter and rope five ponies
into a line so I can take them for a twenty-minute trot.
Maverick sees me struggling, so he gives me a piece
of advice: “Ponies are like sheep. Everything they do,
they do as a unit, and you are their shepherd. You just
gotta lead ’em and they’ll follow.”
What he don’t tell me is that there’s a pecking order
to these ponies, and if you get them in the wrong order,
they don’t act like sheep but like dogs with attitudes,
moving every which way but straight ahead.
The ponies have themselves a good ol’ time at my
expense.
After the others leave, the smallest guy of the
three, a squirrelly-looking kid with deep gray eyes and
a slight southern accent, apologizes, saying it was a
tradition to razz the new kids. Then he asks me if I
have anything on me.
“Like what?” I ask, confused.
He looks around. “You know . . . weed, or whatever?”
I stare at him for a long beat. “Do I . . . look like a
drug dealer?”
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He just shrugs. “You’re a brother from the ’hood,
ain’t ya?”
“I’m fourteen,” I tell him. “You should leave.”
He holds up his hands. “Okay, I get it. First day,
make a good impression. But after you’re settled
awhile, you’ll hook a brother up, right?”
I don’t answer. Just look at that pile of gear and
think of quitting right then and there.
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hen I wake up, it’s still dark out. Harp is standing

over me. He don’t say nothing—just waits for me to
realize I gotta get up. I know he won’t move till I do,
so I do.
I sit on the edge of my bed and realize what day
it is. First day of high school. First day of school in
Philly. My first day of classes not in Detroit.
For a minute, I picture Mama making me
breakfast, like she did most a my life. Cereal. Toast.
OJ. Sometimes a egg or two. She would pack my lunch
the way I like: PB&J sandwich on white with sliced
bananas, no crust. Chips (BBQ). Fruit roll (cherry).
Drink (Yoo-hoo).

I wonder for a second if she’ll do that this morning
before she realizes I’m not there.
I get up, wander over to the kitchen. Harp is
already gone. No breakfast, no lunch, nothing.
The fridge is empty except for some beer and
leftover pizza. I stare at it and count back how many
days old that pizza is. Too old.
I know Harp is at the stable, so I throw my jeans
on and wander over. Sure enough, him and his two
right-hand men, Tex and Jamaica Bob, are already
mixing feed and raking up crap.
Tex looks up at me through his Coke-bottle glasses
and smiles. “The prince awakes. I don’t believe I’ve
ever seen you up this early before.”
“School day,” I say, all grumpy.
His eyes light up. “School! Damn. What grade you
going into, son?”
“Ninth.”
“Ninth?” Bob pipes up. “The formative years.” He
chuckles, tying his long dreads into a knot.
“’Course, I never made it to ninth,” says Tex. “But
I hear it’s when the girls start coming on to ya.”
They share a good laugh. “You never went to high
school?” I ask, like that’s a option.
“Had to work, son. My daddy left us, so it was just

38

me being the man of the house. ’Sides, what do I need
prom fer? I already had all the ladies lining up when I
rode my Daisy around.”
“Ha. You mean one-eyed Daisy?” says Bob. “All
that horse ever attracted was flies. Me, on the other
hand: Prom king. Star quarterback. Valedictorian—”
“Were all people you met in class,” says Harper.
“You? You were just listening to reggae on your
Discman morning, noon, and night.”
I turn to Harper. “And how’m I supposed to do good
in school if we ain’t got nothin’ to eat? Mama always
made me breakfast and lunch.”
Tex and Bob exchange glances.
Harp spits. “I’m not your mother. Besides, you
qualify for free breakfast and lunch at school, so
I suggest you take it up with them and save us the
hassle of shopping. Money’s tight.”
Really? “I thought I was payin’ for room and
board,” I say.
He hands me his rake. “And Boo’s too. Better get
busy so you can finish and get that free breakfast
before class.”
Him and the others leave me be. I feel Boo
breathing down my neck. I turn and he licks my
shoulder from his stall. “Guess you the only one who’s
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glad to see me these days.” I hug his neck, and he
rests his jaw on my back. I stay like that for a good
long time.
“Well, well, look who it is.” My first greeting at North
High School is from Harp’s cop friend, Leroy, who’s
manning the metal detector.
“You get demoted?” I ask.
“Funny. I’m helping out. First day is always a little
crazy. Empty your pockets, Cole.”
“I got nothin’ in my pockets,” I say.
He sees me holding a pencil. “Where’s your
backpack at?” he asks.
I shrug. “Don’t have one.”
He eyes me. “So, you come to school on the first
day and all you got is a pencil?” he says. I start to
notice everyone else has a backpack and notebooks.
He sees me looking, then shakes his head. “Just tell
Harper he needs to go shopping for school supplies, ya
hear?” he says quietly.
I can barely hear him. In front of me is a sea of
kids, wall-to-wall, laughing and shouting like they
all know each other and been friends all they life.
Me? I know no one at this school. All my friends are
horses or old heads like Tex or young’uns like Lil’
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C-Jay or dropouts like my cousin Smush. All my real
friends I left behind in Detroit.
I walk through the detector. It goes off. Leroy pulls
me aside. “You have any metal on you? Better not be
a weapon.”
“I ain’t packin’.” I pull up my shirt to reveal the
brass buckle on my belt, the one Tex gave me last year.
It says GHETTO COWBOY on it.
He smiles. “Nice. How’re things on Chester Ave.?
Still causing riots?”
“Just keepin’ it real.”
“Uh-huh. You’re not gonna raise any ruckus here,
are ya?” He’s only half kidding.
I ignore him. “Is this thing gonna go off every time
I walk through?”
He nods. “It’s how it is.” He waves me through.
“I recommend you don’t wear a belt. At least not one
with a buckle like that. See you on the trail, maybe.”
Thirty seconds after I step out into all the hustle,
someone shoves me from behind and my face smacks
into a locker. Two girls is going at it, and someone
knocked me over, trying to get a better look at the
fight. Whistles blow; phones whip out. I watch as
Leroy and a woman who seems like the principal tear
the two apart. All kind of cuss words fill the air as
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camera phones are held up high to catch the action.
“You bleeding,” some girl says to me. I feel my lip
and see blood on my fingers.
First morning in, and I’m already wondering if it’s
too late to go back home.
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Six
B

y the time I walk out of school, I feel like a old man.

Classrooms that are supposed to fit twenty-five got
thirty-five kids in them. I had to sit on the floor for two
of ’em, on a old plastic milk crate in another. I noticed
a dead cockroach next to me, and that’s pretty much
how I felt on my first day. No windows neither, and
’cause it’s like eighty degrees out, it hot and stuffy too.
Breakfast and lunch coulda technically been called
food, but I’m pretty sure the FDA might not agree.
Burger looked like it was frozen since the ice age,
taters overcooked and cold, and I had a Twinkie that
I swear expired eight months ago—and that’s saying
something. But since I was starving, I scarfed it all
down, and now my stomach feels like it got something
dead in there.

Nobody talked to me all day except a coupla
teachers who gave me attitude for not having the right
supplies. The principal, who I guess is new here, was
handing out #ANewDayIsDawningAtNorth stickers,
then warned us not to stick them on the school. And,
oh yeah, I got cornered by the 29th Street Disciples
’cause someone told ’em I live on Chester Ave. and
they think I’m Chester Ave. Cobras. So all I wanna do
is go home and sleep.
That’s when I see Harp in his truck, sitting at the
curb in front. And something tells me he ain’t just
giving me a ride home.
He nods at me and starts the engine before I even
get in. I slide into the passenger seat, and it feels like
I could just fall asleep right there. He pulls out.
No How was your day? How was school? or I
remember when I went here stories. Just driving. I can
see we ain’t going home. We heading across the park
again. And we’re not riding or he’d be on Lightning
with Boo in tow. Then I get it.
“Payin’ off your debt?” I ask.
“Working. And it’s your debt.”
“My debt?” I say. “I don’t remember borrowin’ any
money.”
“Well, while you were away last year, who do you
think took care of Boo?” he says.
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I thought it was him. But then I put two and two
together. “You mean, you left him at the Academy?”
He nods, matter-of-fact. “I heard they were short
on ponies, and those stables are better than ours. I
was too busy with work to take care of horses that
aren’t mine. At least there, he was eating and getting
workouts.”
The idea of those cavalry boys on Boo makes my
skin crawl. “Are you tellin’ me you let those damn
cadets use Boo? And now we gotta pay for it?”
“Actually, you gotta pay for it. Babysitting ain’t
free.”
I sit and stew on that the whole way in.
He drops me at the gate again, but this time it’s
open and there are no guards staring me down. I
remember the way, so I wander up that long driveway,
past the massive lawns and cannons and the brick
building with columns.
I look up at the windows and see students in
classrooms. A teacher with glasses is watching me
as I move past. Off in the distance, I see a squadron
marching in step like you see in the movies.
This sure ain’t like North High. They don’t got
metal detectors and fights breaking out, and probably
they got small classes where everyone gets a desk. I
bet they got good food too. For a second, I imagine me
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sitting up in one of those rooms with my own desk and
school supplies, my fancy threads on, wondering if I
should have steak for lunch—
“You got a reason to be here?”
I turn around, and it’s a cop. Not no kid cop neither.
A big, buff, hard-ass cop. And he’s looking at me.
My mama taught me never to talk back to the
police. We had a friend who was killed by 5-0 two
years ago on a random stop. But I remind myself that
I have a reason to be here.
“Yeah, I do.” I look at him, and for some reason I
just can’t help adding, “Is it against the law to walk
while black here?”
He tilts his head, and I see his left hand casually
unsnap his baton. “It is if you’re trespassing.”
I sober up quick. “I work here,” I say. “Someone
report me?”
He seems doubtful. “You have some kind of ID? A
work pass?”
I don’t have a driver’s license or nothing, and
school just started, so I don’t have ID yet. “I work
down at the stables.”
“Stables, huh? Maybe you and me should take a
ride down there.”
“I’m good. I can walk.”
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But next thing I know, I’m sitting in the back of
a police car behind a cage. This is not what I signed
up for. We pull up to the stables, and I see the cadets
staring at me from the outside corral.
Great.
I sit in the back as the two polo kids from before—
Big Red and the squirrelly one—watch the action while
they saddle their ponies. Some of the other C Troop
cadets are there too, just hanging out, it seems. The
cop talks to Coach Whitman, who looks alarmed. The
cavalry point at me and joke around at my expense.
Finally, Coach hustles over and lets me out.
“I’m so sorry, Cole. I’ll get you a laminated badge
for next time. We had some intruders recently, so we
were told to report any strangers on campus. Please
don’t take it personally.”
I don’t say nothing, just step out the car and watch
the cop get back in. He don’t say nothing either. But
the big kid does. “Nice ride, stable boy.”
Before I can say Don’t call me boy, Coach interrupts.
“Gentlemen, this is Cole. Have you forgotten the rule
of C Troop in regard to visitors?”
They look at each other like they know where this
is going. “He’s not a visitor. He’s a worker,” says the
squirrelly kid. “Besides, I heard he’s from Strawberry
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Mansion. That place is all thugs and gangbangers.”
I look at him and wanna say Like you know, but I
don’t.
Coach walks up to them all calm-like and looks at
the big kid with the red hair. He sighs, then stands
and says, “The rule of C Troop in regard to visitors is
to always salute and show respect.”
Then he salutes me like it’s the hardest thing he
ever had to do and waits for the others to follow. They
sigh, rise up, and offer a half-hearted salute. “Good
afternoon, sir.”
“That wasn’t so painful, was it?” says Coach
Whitman. “Cole, I’m going to make you a badge. You
assist these gentlemen in their exercises today, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
We all watch Coach as she disappears into the
barn. “At ease, boys,” I say as a joke. They don’t laugh.
The polo dudes look me up and down as they walk
around me in a circle. Then one of them sees Maverick
coming out the barn. He’s dressed like the others, not
in a uniform but ready to work out. And not in a good
mood.
“Atten-tion!” shouts Big Red, and the others stand
and salute.
Maverick barely salutes back but stops when he
sees me. “Well, well. Look who we have here.”
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Big Red goes over and whispers in his ear. Maverick
cracks a smile, never taking his eyes off me. He says
something back to Big Red, who salutes as Maverick
heads into the arena.
Big Red lowers his gaze on me and grins, not in a
good way. “The first lieutenant requests your help in
our workout.” He points to the equipment. “See that
wagon full of sticks and balls? Why don’t you pull it
into the arena, and we’ll show you how things run
around here, okay, stable boy?”
He salutes me, but it feels more like a setup than
a sign of respect.
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Seven

N

ext thing I know, the squirrelly kid, Big Red, and

that First Lieutenant Maverick are in the arena,
staring me down, their ponies behind them. The
ponies’ manes are shaved, their tails are braided, and
they’re wearing shin guard things like the ones soccer
players wear. The guys look like mercenaries: helmets,
goggles, leather elbow pads and kneepads, high shiny
black boots, clean white pants, and bright-blue polo
practice shirts.

Maverick points at me. “In case you didn’t notice,
this institution is different from what you’re probably
used to. This is not the ’hood.” The squirrelly dude
laughs, but Maverick shoots him a look. “We have a
code here. The key word being honor. Honor above all
else.”
The squirrelly dude stands at attention. “‘A cadet
will not lie, cheat, steal, nor tolerate those who do.’”
He clears his throat. “‘Mine honor is my life; both grow
in one. Take honor from me, and my life is done.’ Sir!”
“That’s some good Shakespeare there,” says
Maverick. “See, we look at ourselves as the guardians
of this code, and we’ll bring honor to this school and
to our good name at all costs. So, if you even think
of disparaging our honor in any way, you’ll be finding
yourself on the wrong end of my stick.”
“Your stick?” I ask.
“His mallet,” says Big Red, pulling one out of the
equipment wagon. “He’s the best number two in the
state. He wields a wicked stick, like true blue Cavalry.”
I don’t know if I’d be calling myself number two, I
think.
He throws Maverick the mallet, and Maverick
grabs it in midair and holds it like a rifle, standing at
attention. I notice it’s got a lightning bolt burned into it.
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