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PREFACE

THE WILD HORSE IN US
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“Blame it or praise it, there is no denying the wild horse in us.”

—Virginia Woolf

I am out of control, my preferred way of being. I am on horseback, my preferred mode of transportation. I am cantering, my preferred gait. Even after a long, cold trek to get here, I can’t tamp down the spirit of this mare when we finally reach the sea. It’s like she breaches.

All the horses get wilder here, their blood filled with the wind and the waves of the Arctic waters. I can’t really stop her now, so I let her go, let her run to her heart’s desire, which becomes my desire. I am part of her rhythm and speed, galloping along the densely packed sand, sea-spray splattering my face, breaking an imagined barrier. The whole world becomes what I can see through the space between her ears, her wind-parted mane. She is fast and sleek; like a ship she is yar. I don’t think of falling or stopping, I only think which one of us—horse or rider—will tire first. I am wildly free, giddily so, the long-forgotten impulses of my youth awakening and leaving my heart in flight mode.

[image: images]

I am known around my hometown as the woman who goes to Iceland to ride horses. At parties or at our local coffee shop, I get introduced as, “This is Tory. I told you about her. She goes to Iceland every year to ride horses.”

If this once-a-year gig is part of my identity, I’ll take it. I prefer identities that aren’t tethered to either DNA or to the happenstance of birth. I’m American, whatever that all means; my father’s Polish ancestry is written in my face, though the connection to the culture has long been lost; my mother’s side has contributed a jumbled concoction of Northern European from Scottish to Estonian.

And as far as identities we make ourselves, I check the usual boxes: mother, wife, worker bee, suburbanite. But being the woman who rides horses in Iceland—that gives me, at least in my own mind, a bit more panache than, say, being the president of the PTA (a title I once held). It at least makes me worthy of another glance. If someone is about to politely pass me by, taking in my looks (hey there! I say) or my age (hey again!), and can only muster a ho-hum interest, this sometimes give them pause . . . Huh? I mean it’s not polar bear tracking in Greenland (I wish) or reindeer herding in Lapland (oh please, oh please), but it pulls up a close third.

We are what we venture.

Why Iceland, why horses, why me? Because I was in my office, bored at my desk job—in boredom begins adventure—and had one of my first forays into “surfing the web” as it was so quaintly called those days, circa 1999, when Google was new and not yet a slouchy verb. I was only a few years out from my graduate degree thesis on Viking invasions of England, where I looked at the cultural influences those invasions may have had on Anglo Saxon life. I studied the Norse settlements in Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, never thinking about the Norse settlements in Iceland. But the clicks down those new Google steppingstones finally led to the official page of the Icelandic horse. I stopped and stared at the page for a long time. I had found something I didn’t know I was looking for.

On my screen was a dark bay horse standing alone on a misty hill of green tussocks. It’s hard to say why certain topics, objects, or places resonate with certain people. Why some people may gravitate toward the African continent, or, say, all things Italian.

But with that first glance of the pixelated Icelandic horse, I was nothing short of obsessed, a girl again, smitten. It was a well-muscled horse with a noble head, a compact body, flaring nostrils, and a Fabian black mane swept back from the wind. I knew it was a stallion; he had that tough-guy look to him. It was a horse that I felt some past kinship with, a memory of, a familiarity of place and time (I know, I know . . .). Usually I don’t believe in past lives until my third glass of wine, but there I was, midday and procrastinating at work, staring at this dark horse that stared right back at me. We reconnected. It had been centuries.

So the dream began. This place: Iceland; that horse: Icelandic.

Once the North got in my psyche, it didn’t let go. Iceland was not on the tourist grid back then. It was hanging off the map of Europe. If people knew anything, they knew that Erik the Red had intentionally switched around the idea that Iceland was green and Greenland was covered in ice. Maybe people had heard of Björk. Or if they were really in the know, they knew of Sigur Rós and the burgeoning music scene of Reykjavík. Maybe they knew of the cheap flights to Europe with a pit stop at Keflavík. It was mostly known as a flyover country on the way to London or Paris.

I got laughed at by a cousin when I expressed my desire to go: “You want to go where? To do what? That sounds like hell.”

It wasn’t just her. I knew no one, neither family nor friend, at the turn of our last century, who had the slightest interest in Iceland. Or their national horse.

My husband discouraged it. Mishaps always happened when I was gone: the basement flooded, the roof leaked, the dog got sick, the kids missed school, as if I were the household lucky charm. He couldn’t get his work done. “Why can’t you fall in love with a horse around here?” he asked. “What’s the matter with Connecticut horses?” He was suspicious I was some kind of horse racist.

One friend did encourage me to go, wondering aloud if it was my version of a midlife crisis and instead of falling in love with someone else, I fell in love with something else, a horse, a particular kind of horse. On deeper reflection, she said, “Oh, Tory, you have to go,” settling all matter of conflicting discourse. She was a social worker with Jungian training, who dabbled in desert vision quests. She grabbed my arm with an urgency I could not dismiss: “This is your spirit animal calling. Your totem. You have no choice but to meet it, greet it.”

My digital, mythical, totemic horse called, and I had to answer. I set my compass north, to a remote ice rock of an island in the northernmost sea so I could throw myself on the back of a horse and gallop to land’s end, to drum out the humdrum, and wake up the dormant desire, and fear, of a fast horse.

It wasn’t my first equine affair. I was a horse-crazy young girl. I did the riding lessons and summer horse camps, and the fastidious grooming, fussing over the mane of a thousand-pound animal the way some girls fuss over their dolls. But by age eleven, I had lost my fervor.

On the cusp of puberty, my solitary horse love was usurped by a newfound girl clique. The tribal need to belong took precedence and there wasn’t a horse-lover among them. We girls all lived in the same neighborhood, took the same bus home. Our houses edged a thousand-acre forest, in which we roamed every day after school. We tested our derring-do on trestle tracks, or with makeshift hockey games on frozen streams full of jutting roots and rocks, or played with matches, flicking them into stalks of dried grass that lit (oh shit!) too quickly. On the remains of old army barracks, we made a pact to return when we were older, which we swore we would keep, though “down we forgot as up we grew.” We talked incessantly. We ate Twizzlers and drank Yoo-hoo. We tested out cigarettes, trying various methods of inhalation and exhalation, often pretending we had a cocktail in our hands at a swanky party.

Such were the joys.

Sometimes life circles back and gives us a chance to recreate ourselves, to revisit some prior incarnation. So, thirty-odd years later, I was traveling in a van in Iceland with a pack of women, new friends. Only this time the common bond was the pursuit of Icelandic horses. And we didn’t plan on making a pact to return every year—but nonetheless, we did. Each June, we left our ordinary life behind, full of work and routine and all the troubles and concerns of adulthood, and ran with the horses in Thingeyrar, so to speak. Our time in Iceland was not a vacation, but our temporary vocation. We rode our horses through lupine fields and black volcanic sandbanks. We crossed rivers and lakes and came back, covered in dirt and mud, to our guesthouse in Thingeyrar. We talked incessantly. We ate cake and drank beer. We grew older together; we kept each other young.

Such, such were the joys.







BOOK I


THE WALK (FET)
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A slow and natural four-beat gait, during which two hooves always touch the ground and all hooves move forward at an even pace.







2004
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Getting Lost

First time, right off the bat, years before the technical advantages of GPS or iPhones, we get lost.

Within thirty minutes of leaving Reykjavík we are at a fork in the road and, putting all our collective navigational skills to work, we take the wrong turn. It takes about an hour before we realize it. We are nine women stuffed in a van, three layers deep, with luggage on our laps and at our feet—four teenagers, four middle-agers, and Sylvie, who defies age-related genres. The teenagers sit in the back of the van and tune out on their iPods.

Bags of cheese-filled pretzels and chocolate-covered cookies get passed around. Eve’s driving, and the rest of us grown-ups, at least Sylvie, Maggie, and I, are supposed to be navigators. We are armed with a map, the unwieldy fold-up variety sold at gas stations and tourist centers. Our index fingers dutifully, if erroneously, follow the map. We take turns passing it around every few minutes or so, occasionally interrupting our stream of conversation to weakly feign interest in the directions, saying something helpful like, “We should be in Smorgasbordafjordur any minute now.” After making such a declaration, we crumple the map back up and pass it on, as if to say, “My job’s done, pass those McVitie’s.”

Sylvie does most of the talking. Her conversation ranges from her enthusiasm for her newfound yoga instructor, Rodney Yee (Eve agrees, “He’s a god”) to Pema Chödrön (Eve again, “A goddess”) to Sartre (dead silence on that one) to Shakespeare, which is my only safe entry into the conversation. I can talk Titania, Iago, King Lear.

Sylvie squeals and pushes Eve’s seat from behind. “See, that’s why I invited her, I need a literary companion.” Eve, I presume, is her spiritual companion.

I barely know these two women who have organized the trip; the other women and the teenage girls, I know not at all. We are going to Helga’s farm, a person and place I don’t know, either. But I am in a place that I love: Iceland. They love what I love: Icelandic horses.

Sylvie is the connection to Helga: “We became friends when we drove to Saratoga together to look at a horse. We couldn’t find the stables and we drove around for hours and got lost in the dark, but we found our friendship.”

Sylvie is possessive and boastful of her friendship with Helga. “She invited me and said I could invite others. We are the only people she does this for. She doesn’t open her guesthouse up usually. She is doing this for me and whoever I decide to bring.”

Before this trip, I had met Sylvie a few times, and Eve maybe twice up at her horse farm in the Berkshires, the closest Icelandic horse farm to me. The trip was one hour and forty-five minutes; I could make it up and back in a day. I found out from Eve’s stable manager about their trip to Iceland, and I wrote a lengthy email to Sylvie asking if there was any room for me. She wrote back: “Van crowded. Wheel hub seat over heater avail.” I took it as a yes, soon to learn that while Sylvie is verbally expressive, her written skills are curt, truncated missives open to all kinds of interpretation.

So I am the last to join, the odd woman out, one up from a hitchhiker. Perched, as promised in that email, up on the wheel hub with my head bumping the top of the van. Soft bags and pocketbooks are stuffed between every available space. My seat is literally the hot seat—June in Iceland can still require heat, and it is pouring out of the side door.

Eve slows down to look at a road sign. “Can anyone find that town on the map?”

Maggie has the map and squints at the road sign, not the map. “I think so.”

Satisfied enough with her answer, we drive on. Looking in the rearview mirror at the teenage girls, Eve tries to engage them. “Should we play Earl?”

“Yes, Earl,” Maggie says, “Put on Earl.” She has hardly spoken at all, except to weigh in with utter surety that we should take a right instead of a left at what turned out to be a critical crossroad.

“Should we play Earl?” Eve repeats, gathering support and enthusiasm.

“Earl,” Sylvie demands.

One of the teenagers takes out her earbuds, and looks through her bag to pull out a CD.

I am not in on the joke, whatever Earl is, but soon it is blasted from the audio player up front. I don’t know the song at all, don’t quite get all the words to it, but I get the sentiment. Goodbye, Earl, Earl’s gotta die. A woman’s revenge song. Eve chimes in at the chorus. Earl is dead. I sit back and relax. These women, girls, are okay. But also, someone’s mad at her husband.

After a few more Dixie Chicks songs, I hear Eve murmur to herself, “Mmm, we’re supposed to go through a tunnel at some point.”

But the landscape has changed from a few horses in the fields—when Sylvie irrepressibly shouts out, “Horsey!”—to hundreds of horses in the fields, with herds of fecund mares and knobby-kneed colts. “Babies!” It’s a horse-lover’s dream. All the Icelandic horses the eye can behold in all the Icelandic greenery. We give up on the map and pick up our cameras, haphazardly dangling them out the window to click away.

And it’s more the grownups in the car than the teenagers who revert to childhood at the sight of these horses. I am forty-six and Sylvie is going on sixty-six; Maggie is Eve’s negligibly older sister and Eve, I’m guessing, is about fifty-two. To this day I don’t know Eve’s real age. If the topic comes up, she diverts attention away from it. I know many women like this. They don’t like to be pigeon-holed by their age, and that’s fair. If we live in an era where people can be gender fluid, I think we can be age fluid as well. We can say it’s a spectrum, and we can go back and forth in age at will. When challenged, we can say: Why be so dogmatic about the biology of age? Hanging out the window, cooing at all the horses, we are ten again.

Eve does her best to get on with the purpose of getting us to our destination. She pulls over to a road sign, squinting at the town name and asking, “Does that look like anything on the map?” In the back seat, Sylvie and I collectively put our heads together and pretend to study the map again. “Mmm, sort of.”

Sylvie gives up and holds the map out. “Who’s good at navigating?”

Maggie and I don’t volunteer. Sylvie rattles the map in my face. “Here you navigate.”

I take the map with no real conviction, singularly focused on the fields of horses in the green tussocks, running freely all over the hills and dales. It’s a visual feast. I do not know if I am recalling an early childhood episode or if it’s paleo-genetic memory, but nothing lowers my blood pressure, nothing stimulates my hippocampus and alights my dopamine receptors, like the sight of herds of horses. Peace, tranquility, and, incongruently, excitement possess me all at once. The map flops limply in my hands as Eve drives on.

Sylvie is chatting away about her husband, who hasn’t moved with her and still lives in Connecticut and is “Frankly, a drag, he acts like an old man. He doesn’t want to do anything.”

Eve slows down to almost a stop. “Folks, we’ve been on a dirt road for miles. There’s no highway in sight.”

This alarms Sylvie, who with that exaggerated intake of air, says dramatically, “We’re lost. Pull over.” She covers her face with her hands.

I didn’t know what all of Sylvie’s anxieties were at this early stage of our travels, but I know the signs when people fear being lost. My husband has this fear. There are no palliative words to calm these people down.

Eve pulls off the road at a juncture with a gravel lot and below us is the watery landscape of a mesmerizing blue fjord. It is not just blue, but a royal cobalt blue that shimmers in metallic pointillism and leaves golden spots on the backs of my eyelids. It’s a blue I’ve only ever seen in Iceland. A northern-sea blue. A color so rich it makes you contemplate the meaning of color, and the physics of light in creating color.

Eve is unperturbed over losing our way, as am I. I don’t mind being lost as long as I have time on my hands and I know I’m not in danger. And June in Iceland is all daylight. It might dim a little from clouds, but night won’t get dark. And even in a worst-case scenario, we have enough junk food in our car to last us a few days. I can’t see us picking each other off for the last package of McVitie’s anytime soon. I do worry, though, about Sylvie’s fear of being lost, and also that my navigational credentials will be forever ruined with this group. (As it turns out, this is a legitimate fear: every year we come to the tunnel’s crossroad and every year we wind up discussing how we got lost the first year and who was at fault. Since Maggie never came with us again, the blame defaults to her.)

Meanwhile, the hitherto mute teenagers unplug from their earbuds. “What’s going on?” they ask.

“I think we missed the turnoff to the tunnel,” Eve says, full of bewilderment though masking it in good cheer.

“We’re completely lost,” Sylvie bleats. “Who was supposed to be navigating?”

The evidence, the map, is still on my lap. But many miles back at the crossroads, Maggie was the one who said to go right where I thought we should go left.

“We’re fine,” Eve says, looking at the shores of the fjord. A family of about ten—what looks like grandparents, parents, and children—are digging for mussels. “Maybe they can help us.”

Sylvie grabs the map from me and gets out of the car. She hitches her jeans up before strutting down to the shoreline.

“Look at her go,” Eve says.

She walks like a cowboy with her skinny, slightly bowed legs. Her curly red hair is only partially tamped down with a multicolored Peruvian wool beanie. She wears red round-rimmed Harry Potter glasses and, around her neck, a dash of more color from a Bali-made scarf. On her feet, Australian Blundstone paddock boots. Somehow this international fashion panoply works well on Sylvie; she swaggers with sartorial confidence.

Approaching the natives, she waves the map over her head, and gives them her signature greeting, “Yoohoo, yoohoo.”

At first they look as if they will ignore her. It is a truism that the older a woman is the more she is ignored. But it is hard to ignore Sylvie. She tramps down the hill closer to them. We hear her ask, “Hello, does anyone speak English?”

Out of earshot, we watch the gesticulating communication from the safe distance of our van, until Eve says, “I have to pee.” Which starts many murmurings of “oh, yeah, me, too, I’m dying.” Eve says, “There’s some rocks over there.”

The teenage girls express their disdain by saying, “I would rather die than pee outside.” To which I voice the wisdom that is earned from many decades of full bladders: “I’d rather pee outside than pee in my pants. There’s not a toilet around for hours.”

Eve, Maggie, and I tumble out of the car and surreptitiously look for a suitable rock to duck behind. Practically in sync, we each find our own private boulder to crouch down behind, pee, and pull up our pants as quickly as possible. But that, for some reason, gets the Icelanders attention, at least their steely stares. Did we offend? Did we act like a pack of territorial dogs, sending out a scout to divert attention while the rest of us mark our territory?

Sylvie makes her way up the hill looking discouraged, leaving the foraging family behind her, looking slightly relieved. “We’re way off track. We missed the tunnel.”

For the first time, I take a serious look at the map and see our mistake. “When we missed the tunnel we must have gone all the way around this fjord, Hvalfjörður. This bump in the land where we are now, must be this bump in the map here.”

Eve is listening to me and following along, but Sylvie is lost in her thoughts. She looks down to the beach and the mussel-digging family. “I don’t think they liked me very much.” We assure her that they just didn’t understand her.

Eve toots the horn and waves to the family on the beach, yelling out, “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” before driving away.

Eve says, “See? The universe provides. I’ll call Helga at our next stop and tell her we’ll be a bit late.” Eve is the only one with a cell phone and it’s impressive. A Blackberry, and it works, though reception is temperamental. She has to hold it halfway out the window or stand in a meadow or lean against a wall.

The mere mention of Helga and the farm revive Sylvie with a renewed giddiness. She squeals, “And she’ll have horses for us!”

The grownup women in the car are much more excited than the teenagers. And Sylvie, the most “grown,” is the most excited of all.

Oh, and then there is the woman in the back seat, Dora.

I’ve ignored her in the story thus far, because I believe she wanted to be left alone.

She doesn’t take part in any conversation, even when, on occasion, she opens her eyes. The rest of the time she feigns sleep, or for all I know, is asleep. It’s like a homeless person who camps out next to an outdoor cafe; you’re eating and drinking and having fun, but she’s there, minding her own business but serving as a reminder that everyone, even in your cloistered van, is not having a good day.

Not that Dora looks impoverished in any way. But she doesn’t look like the rest of us, either. She doesn’t dress for Iceland by wearing Polartec or a parka, heavy sweaters, and paddock boots. She wears expensive jeans, a silk blouse, a dressy white jacket with fur trim, and Tory Burch flats. A heavy dose of perfume permeates the car—another thing the rest of us wouldn’t think of wearing on our way to a horse farm. The only thing that seems to be amiss is that her hair is dirty, stiff, and unkempt, and an overly golden-dyed blonde. Generally speaking, her whole hue is gold. Her wrists are covered in gold bangle bracelets, and so are her fingers, neck, and pierced ears. She has tanning-bed colored skin with an overlay of bronzer, and very Cleopatra made-up eyes, lined in black with metallic gold eyelids. I know it’s often said that women dress for other women, but I don’t get that from her. She is dressing for someone who’s not there.

Eve looks in the rearview mirror every so often at her. When she does, Sylvie rolls her eyes indicating her displeasure with this passenger accompanying us. Maggie pretends Dora isn’t there, and I’m waiting to hear the story of why she is on this trip.




In Search of the Perfect Pylsur (Hot Dog)

Back on the Ring Road and heading in the right direction, Eve talks about being on a dairy-free diet and feeling better than ever. “Jack and I have given it up. It’s so toxic, lactose. Humans are not meant to consume dairy.”

Sylvie sort of agrees. She works at a macrobiotic health store part-time and says it took her a long time to accept rice milk in her coffee every morning. “But I’m not completely miserable. Not completely.”

I ask them, “Are you lactose intolerant?”

They both answer no, but Eve expounds. “All humans are lactose intolerant to a degree. Lactose is making us sick. Our bodies can’t break it down and it leads to disease.”

Cheese and anything creamy and dairy-based are the mainstay of my diet; they never make me sick. In fact, consuming fatty dairy products makes me feel good. I’d go as far as to say that they make me feel loved. But I am susceptible to dietary pressures, and I briefly reconsider my love of cheese and ice cream, though Iceland doesn’t seem the right place to give it up.

“I’m getting hungry,” Sylvie says, the discussion of dangerous lactose clearly firing up her appetite.

“Me, too,” Eve says.

Despite the steady car diet of cookies, pretzels, and licorice, it is at long last lunchtime.

Eve begins innocently enough with the idea of getting a hot dog. “The last time I was in Iceland . . .”

This is not Eve’s first trip to Iceland. She has been twice before with her husband, Jack, to buy horses to stock their Icelandic farm in the Berkshires.

“I had this hot dog at one of these gas stations. It was somewhere around here, at one of these N1 stops. Oh, it was so good,” she says mistily, like a hot dog at a gas station was the best thing in her life.

“I remember it just had this certain snap to it, and these crunchy onions and the bun was perfect.” Eve takes one hand off the steering wheel and her fingers give that little kiss sign at the end of the sentence.

As I said, I am susceptible to food fads and diets. So, I don’t necessarily hold it against Eve for doing this to me; she doesn’t know how food obsessive I can be. But that day she starts me on the long circuitous path to finding the perfect Icelandic hot dog.

She repeats that dead-on detail—the snap of the hot dog as your teeth break the skin. She describes the kind of day it was: cold and rainy, the fog forcing them to stop at the gas station and wait out the weather. They were on their way to purchase a horse.

That is the happiness trifecta in my view: a journey with purpose—horse buying; a physical challenge—stormy weather; and unexpected great eats—a hot dog.

“Are they boiled or pan fried, these hot dogs?”

“They’re in one of those hot dog rollers. You know, it warms and crisps them.”

“What kind of roll?”

“Just a regular white bun, the soft and mushy ones.”

“Ketchup or mustard?”

“Neither, they have these two rémoulade sauces: a white one and a yellow one.”

Every answer to my questions sets my urges loose. “Are they beef, pork?”

“Supposedly they’re lamb and pork. And they come with a topping of potato salad.”

Potato salad?! I am about to die from hot dog desire. And I’m not usually a big hot dog lover. In fact, it’s one of my least favorite foods. I think of it as composite garbage meat, what gets done with the entrails and offal and ground up ear bones of poor old dairy cows. It’s one of those meat concoctions that could turn me into a vegetarian. But I know that in Iceland the meat is organic. The lamb and cows are free-range out of tradition, out of necessity, and out of practicality.

“We have to find this place,” I tell her.

We cross a narrow isthmus surrounded by a tidal bay where the sand and water are gray. No sun now to speak of, but there is a thin light coming from behind a cloud, giving the brackish water a hint of glitter.

We have entered Borgarnes. “Is it in this town?”

Eve looks carefully at the cheery red symbol of the gas station and pulls in to a parking space.

“Is this the place?” I ask her.

She hesitates, “I think so.”

I bustle her out of the car and into the N1. Since so much of Iceland is rural, gas stations are where people often meet and eat. They serve as a quick mart where you can buy everything: woolen hats, maps, milk, yogurt. But they also provide a bakery, an expansive penny variety candy counter, a soft serve ice cream stand, and a café that serves up meat soup, fried fish, or hamburgers with fries. And then near the register are the hot dog rollers and condiments.

I jump in line and wait not so patiently. When my turn comes, the fresh-faced young girl speaks to me in Icelandic. At a quick glance, I’m white enough and blonde enough to pass as a local. And there is always a moment when you want so badly to pass, to pretend you’re someone who can speak the language, that you persuade yourself you can pull it off. I knew the word for hot dog, had seen it in downtown Reykjavík and had invested a few days on Icelandic language tapes, which left me with a shaky grasp of counting to five.

“Einn pylsur?” I ask, questioning my own request. And then comes the long list of Icelandic questions and my moment of shame. I am forced to give up my fake identity. “Ummm, can I have a hot dog with onions and the two sauces and potato salad?”

There was a time, way back in the early 2000s, when once out of Reykjavík, people’s English skills were limited, so language misunderstandings were common, but always calm and unemotional. After all, this is the country that hosted the Reagan-Gorbachev summit; this is a country where people can make peace and disarm nuclear escalations.

The girl at the counter decides it’s too much for her and asks a coworker for help with English. Another fresh-faced young person steps in and bails her out. I explain to him, and point. “I want a hot dog with that and that and that. The works.”

And then we go through the pointing game. “This? No that. This? Yes, that.” His English is no better than hers, but he’s stuck with me now. My hot dog is half-constructed and he can’t pass me off to someone else.

It seems to take forever. The local people behind me, if they can speak English, don’t offer up help. Icelanders at that time were not used to tourists and didn’t seem particularly interested in them, so if anyone knows English, no one is helping us out, but neither are they getting impatient. Good thing, too, because Eve’s behind me and they have to wait as she goes through the same order again.

Finally, the precious, lusted for, linguistically fought for hot dog with all the trimmings is in my hands. A paroxysm of joy. I can’t decide whether to stand at one of the plastic tables to eat it or take it outside to a picnic table. But outside is cold with the lashing wind and rain of late June. I eat it standing up in three bites. The crunch of the onions and the soft roll are perfect. The meat itself is not as garlicky as American hot dogs, probably because they don’t have so much offal to cover up.

Eve is just starting hers. “What do you think? Is this the place?” I have loved my three bites, but I need her assent.

She chews thoughtfully before saying, “It’s great, isn’t it?” Eve’s first impulse is always to be positive. But then on reflection she says, “But it doesn’t quite have the right snap. I don’t think this is the place. That place must be farther down the road.”

Oddly, I’m happy about that. For there it is, that mythical destination “down the road.” The only thing better than finding the perfect pylsur is having to keep looking for it and knowing that any gas station in Iceland could be my Rosslyn Chapel. It’s the perfect quest. And I will eat many hot dogs in pursuit of it.




The Land of Oz

Sylvie, Eve, and I are back in the car, but everyone else is still in the gas station buying yogurt, ice cream, coffee, and kleinur (donuts), stocking up in fear of another wrong turn, another delay before we get to Helga’s.

Outside, Dora is smoking a cigarette, hunched on the side of the building, avoiding the wind, avoiding us. She stubs it out, looks around, reaches into her pocket, pulls out a box, and shakes out a Tic Tac, or maybe a pill.

Eve explains Dora. “Her husband died about a year ago. He came in from a run and dropped on the kitchen floor from a massive heart attack at thirty-eight. After that, she wound up spending a lot of time at Guild Acres. She was in such a rut. I told her, ‘You need to come to Iceland with us.’”

“Funny, you didn’t tell me she was at Guild Acres,” Sylvie says.

“It wasn’t that much time. I was hoping she’d join in more with us. We need to bring her out a little.”

Sylvie clucks. “Well, if she was in Guild Acres she has addiction issues and most likely depression issues. And, just a wild guess, but I’d say she probably has socialization issues. That’s a lot for us to work on. And this is my first trip to Iceland. I’m on vacation.”

“She’ll figure it out. Oh, Sylvie, we’re all on our own journey.”

Sylvie mutters something about how Dora is “actually on our journey.”

“I think Iceland will heal her. It’s good for your soul, this place. Look how beautiful everything is here. It’s magical!”

At the moment, dark clouds have moved in and the rain has turned briefly into snow. The wind blows hard on the van, rattling the doors. Dora turns her back against the wind to light another cigarette.

In years to come, there will always be “a Dora” on our trips, someone Eve decides needs her help. Eve’s modus operandi is trying to save people, always thinking that taking them down the Yellow Brick Road to Iceland will heal what hurts them, give them back their hearts, their minds, their courage.

Sylvie mentions how Dora slipped on the floor in the airport bathroom, how there was a kerplunk and she looked over to see Dora sprawled out under the stall, with her legs sticking out from underneath the door.

“See, she’s manifesting grief and depression. It’s the law of attraction, she’s attracting falls and accidents. She is bringing herself down, literally. She needs to manifest health and life.

“This trip will be good for her, you’ll see. She needs this. And the horses. They will heal her. Horses have a way of healing,” Eve says.

Sylvie agrees on this point only. “It’s true. Horses can save you. They can.”

No doubt I was in the company of a couple of new age spiritualists. Most of my friends at home are professionals like lawyers who want rational arguments, or doctors who want evidence-based findings, or social workers who believe we have childhood issues to work out. And I have spent the last eight years working at Yale for political economists who are devoted to data crunching. I spend my days listening to them talk about hot deck imputations, weighted variances, and smoothing random effects. I edit their academic journal, assiduously checking citations, grammar, and the Chicago Manual of Style’s arcane hyphenation rules on papers with titles such as, “The Indirect Effects of Downstream Experimental Analysis: Cost-Effectiveness of Randomized Field Experiments.”

I don’t own one self-help book, and have never gotten farther than two pages into any book about a new age philosophy. So the language is strange to me and rings untrue.

Law of attraction? No, just an overproduced way of saying “like likes like.” The universe will provide? Sorry, fate is fickle, no overarching plan here. Manifestation of grief? Good god, give the woman a break—her husband dropped dead in front of her.

I don’t “journey,” I travel. I don’t “heal,” I get over things.

But the idea that horses can save you, that this big beautiful animal with a wild heart and an over-reactive flight instinct can teach you, connect deeply to your soul, mirror your intent, and lead you into an I-Thou relationship?

Oh, man. I was all in.




Horse History

You’ve been to Iceland before?” Eve asks me.

“Yes, in 2001. I signed up with an Equitour company. I had no idea what I was doing. I just knew I had to come to Iceland.”

“Wow, you were really called to these horses,” Sylvie says.

“Isn’t that funny how that happens?” Eve says. “Jack and I were riding Lusitanos and we were going to go to Brazil to buy some and start our horse farm, when someone said we should check out the Icelandic horses in upstate New York. And that was it, there was something about them. We never went to Brazil, we started our Icelandic farm. We never looked back.”

I finally had validation from these women. I am understood. My calling is their calling.

We take turns explaining our horse history, which is a lot like explaining our lives. Sylvie tells us that she was a high school English teacher who took an early retirement at fifty-nine, moved up to the Berkshires, and started taking riding lessons. “I didn’t know I loved horses until then.” Her first foray into the equine world was with big horses, English Hunter style, and was disastrous. “My riding instructor was so mean, she said I was hopeless. She called me ‘hopeless’! Can you believe that?”

Eve says she was always horse crazy. She grew up in Ohio and used to ride the pigs on a nearby farm and pretend they were horses. Her sister, Maggie, nods, confirming it was true. “She was always begging for a horse, but we didn’t have the room in our yard.”

“Or the money,” Eve says.

I tell them my horse history, how, yes, I was a horse-crazy young girl, but how desire bubbled up in me soon after turning forty and I started taking lessons at a local barn. Once a week I rode Charlie, a 21-year-old Thoroughbred, around and around the ring. Walking and trotting, fine, but I could rarely get him to canter. I loved the big, old gelding, but in a pitiable way because he had his freedom broken early in his life and he was deadened and shut down to humans. He was once an abused racehorse, now he was an overused school horse. I didn’t want to tax him too much. I took my lesson but spent most of the time grooming him, as if he were the most important horse in the world, as if he had won the race. But some days I would get to his stall and he was standing in pee-soaked sawdust with his body bumpy from infected fly bites or other horse bites. Old horses get picked on—it’s enough to break your heart.

Each one of our horse histories, our searches, ends with: “And then I found Icelandics.” But finding these horses, we would learn, was only the beginning.

“They are complicated horses, with all of the gaits,” Eve says. “There is so much to learn.”

Sylvie agrees emphatically with an audible intake of air, and on the exhale she says, “They’re sooo complicated. I spent my first two years just learning the walk and the collected walk.”

“So you went alone, without knowing anyone?” Eve goes back to my original trip.

“I had to ride these horses, nothing else would do, and I didn’t know anyone who wanted to go with me.” I wish I had known them.
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After finding the Icelandic horse on the internet, I spent the next two years working myself into a tizzy over them, dying to meet one. But there were none close to me. I made a trip to an Icelandic farm in northern Vermont to test drive one shortly before I embarked on my first Iceland trip. As I expected, it only fed my obsession, because age bestows peculiarities of taste, eccentricities of desire. Or to paraphrase the duplicitous Woody Allen, “The heart does want what it wants,” and this one wanted these horses. Nothing else.

I randomly chose an Equitour company and specifically chose the longest and most difficult trip they offered. I was not much of a rider, mind you. But that didn’t concern me. I only thought of my mythical horse and the galloping we would do together.

I flew into Keflavík, took the bus to the national airport and a prop plane to Akureyri, completely bypassing Reykjavík. I waited for a couple of hours at the Akureyri Airport to be picked up by someone from the farm. It was a one-room terminal and after the first few minutes, I was the only person there. I read Being Dead, a novel by Jim Crace, which goes into great detail about how a corpse rots after a couple gets robbed and bludgeoned and left for dead. I looked up every so often for my ride, and thought, What am I doing here? I flew all the way here to read a book in a deserted airport? It hardly felt like the appropriate beginning to an adventure. I should have chosen a northern-bound book, too, a Shackleton tale, at least. But this is what happens when you are bored at work and let your daydreams get the better of you. What if this whole trip turns out to be a dud? I thought. After two hours, a young woman showed up, an intern at the farm, and she gave no excuses for her lateness—my first experience with “Icelandic time,” which is well intentioned, but noncommittal.

But the trip was hardly a dud. On the contrary, the riding was more challenging than I expected. We started out with twelve riders. One, a young woman from Chichester who embodied everything I loved in an Englishwoman (cheery, chubby, with a trilling laugh), got thrown the first day and dislocated her shoulder. Her trilling laugh turned to whelps of pain, lasting until an ambulance, which took an inordinate amount of time coming since we were in the hinterlands, drove her away. It was a bad start and then there were eleven . . . .

Two Americans, a couple from Arizona, were the next to drop out. She was a big blonde, and he was her lanky cowboy-looking husband, an army vet who worked in the defense industry. After the second day of riding, Ms. Arizona, lowered her voice and said, “That’s it for us, after what happened to the English girl. I’m fifty-nine, I can’t bust myself up like that.”

I spent the remaining six days with nine Germans, of all different ages. They were jolly and laughed a lot, and during dinner would translate their jokes for me and then I would throw my head back and laugh, like them, feeling like a jolly German. But unlike me, they were all experienced riders. In Germany equestrian courses are offered in high school.

And then there was Jonki, our tour guide, a big, young, bald, Icelandic fellow, who ignored all his foreign charges because he was busy romancing his pretty girlfriend, who he had brought along for the ride. When he paid attention to us, I wished he hadn’t. He was one of those laughing sadists—when I told him I was nervous about riding over a narrow mountain pass or a high bridge without a railing crossing a rushing river, he clucked at me and picked up the pace. He took us through thrown-up ground—frost heaves, a moorland of tussocks. We never slowed down. We would stop only to give the horses a rest.

One day, he handed me the reins of two horses to pony alongside me so he could go off to smooch with his girlfriend in the back of the line. At first, I was flattered. He thought I was a good enough rider to pony horses. So I didn’t hesitate. I took the long lead ropes of the unsaddled horses, and along with my horse’s reins, held all three pairs in my hands. I did my best to keep them from tangling and keep the ponied horses in some semblance of a line off my right side and slightly behind my horse. I understood ponying more in theory than in practice—it should look like half a V formation—and for a while I kept it all together. When we cantered downhill, though, I lost my stirrups and lost my seat, and struggled not to lose the horses. It was hard work, out-of-my league riding, baptism by fire, but I was in my glory riding like a cowgirl.

On the last day of our journey, out on the tip of the Eyjafjörður peninsula, we turned the horses toward home. My horse decided to run home and for a few miles, I led the team or left them unintentionally in the dust behind me. Not of my doing, or desire, of course—I had no idea how to stop the horse. When they caught up to me, Jonki was smiling. “Now you want to go in a hurry?”

I feared I had spent most of my good fortune and fessed up: “This horse has gotten the better of me.” I switched over to the pack horse, who had two gaits—a plodding walk and a slow gallop—a true pack horse, no matter what country he lived in. After twenty miles of riding like this, I got off for the last mile and walked the horse back to the farm. I was sore and relieved, proud and happy. I could do it, I did do it. And I couldn’t wait to go back.

But I did wait. It took a couple of years to find Eve’s farm in the Berkshires. And it took another year before Helga invited Sylvie to Thingeyrar, and for me to invite myself, and for Sylvie to say, in effect, hop on board.




Arrival in Thingeyrar

Back on the road, Eve asks me what I do. I tell them about Yale and my job editing the journal. It sounds so dry and dusty. I picture my office in the third-floor attic of a Victorian-era house. I see myself in third person, a woman sitting alone, in a semiautonomous job. Taking a break from tedious proofing with its arcane editing shorthand in the marginalia, she dreams of riding horses in Iceland again. Her desktop computer makes it too easy to leap into other worlds, which includes not only Iceland but places like Greenland and the reindeer country in Lapland. Maybe if she had a more outgoing, social type of job, she would not have the time or need to fantasize about far-flung cold places. But then she wouldn’t be in the back of this van in Iceland.

They ask me about my children and I tell them my son, who is going on fifteen, studies classical piano and jazz guitar. My daughter, who is eleven, is at ballet camp. “She only likes classical ballet.”

“They sound wonderful,” Eve says.

And they are, and my life revolves around them and my husband at home. We’re like four limbs of a body. I can’t go to sleep at night until I know we are all home in our beds, though with my son, now that time gets later and later. He has hit an age where he has emotionally detached from us, and it’s an odd estrangement. He has attached himself to a pack of five guys; they move together on the sly like a pack of wolves. It’s normal, I tell myself, but he drifts away in front of us. I suspect he comes home high or drunk, though it’s hard to tell how much and how often. He knows how to hide things.

Until asked, I have not thought of my family since I entered the van. And I realize that I barely thought of them in Reykjavík, except to send off a few emails from the hotel’s computer. The very act of traveling and always having to take the temperature of a new place and unknown people is completely consuming. Maybe I’m assuaging my guilt here, but traveling requires at least a small amount of survival skills by navigating language, people, and places, and keeping your eyes on what’s up ahead.

Thingeyrar is what’s up ahead. After nearly six hours of food stops and getting lost, we turn off the Ring Road where the sign tells us it is just six kilometers down a dirt road. The rain and snow and wind have stopped. The sun is high. We pass one farm after another, each spaced out every couple of miles, with hundreds of grazing sheep and horses.

At the end of the road there is an iron gate that says THINGEYRAR on top.

“This is it.” Sylvie is squirmy with excitement. “We’re actually here! Look at all her horses! Oh! Look at all those babies.”

Maggie gets out and opens the gate. We drive through and she closes it. In front of us is our farm for the week, at the end of the road, with a 360-degree view of the green valleys, the glacial mountains, two rivers that converge, and a large lake with black sandbanks that empties into the sea.

At the end of the driveway, we park next to what must be Helga’s house, a modern two-story duplex, and what must be our guesthouse, an older house, behind which looms a large black stone church.

Someone comes walking up from the barn to greet us—it must be Helga. She is stunningly beautiful in a way that is mundane in Iceland. Light, almost white, blonde hair, ruddy cheeks, dazzling blue eyes, high cheekbones, flawless skin. She looks to be in her early thirties, though I know she is closer to my age.

“So we’re here. Did you think we’d actually come?” Sylvie says.

“Well, I didn’t know, but here you are.” She laughs at Sylvie and hugs her. “Good to see you, my friend.”

Sylvie beams, as if this is all she’s ever wanted, to be Helga’s friend. And I find myself emotionally reverting back to middle school, oddly envious of their friendship, as if Sylvie hooked the cool girl in school to be best friends with.

[image: images]

An hour later, we’re down at the barn. Dora does not join us because she has a headache, which is a relief to me and Sylvie. As much as I want to ignore Dora, her quiet presence is still a presence, and it’s troubled.

Eve says, “Maybe it’s best she doesn’t ride with us anyway, in her state, you know.” Eve doesn’t have to fill in the rest: People who are down attract calamity, and we would all be riding with her and, hence, we’d all fall down or fall off. It’s very easy for this thinking to devolve into superstition.

Disa, a young woman from the equine college Holar, is at the barn to help us. She will ride sweep while Helga rides in the lead. She is twenty-six and even more beautiful than Helga: her cheekbones are higher, her hair is thicker and parted into two long golden braids, her eyes are deep set and cat-shaped. She is all this, plus cheery, outgoing—she says everything with half a laugh and a big smile. In Eve-speak, she beams radiant light, attracts positive energy. Her teeth are even dazzlingly white. At six-feet tall, thick and powerfully built, Disa dwarfs Helga and the rest of us. She exudes an Amazonian size and strength, like she could easily throw an average-sized man over her shoulder. Hell, she looks like she could wrestle a bear and come out a smiling victor.

Disa hands me the reins to a pretty chestnut mare named Perla, and has me test her out in a nearby paddock. When I first get on a horse, if I haven’t ridden for a while, I’m always looking for the seatbelt. I want to strap myself on, though I know that would be worse. I know it would be much better if I learned how to fall, which is what jockeys and event jumpers learn how to do.

As I walk my horse around the paddock, Helga tells me Perla is five, but very steady, and that the Holar interns trained her this winter. “She’s a very good horse and you look good on her.”

I want to tell Helga, don’t be fooled. I’m not such a good rider. And five is green for an Icelandic horse. Even in the paddock I can sense that Perla is too much horse for me. I feel as if I’m atop a revved-up motorcycle that will explode when we ride out from these fences. Eve backs Helga up though, and says that I look “great” on Perla, and tells Helga that I’ve ridden in Iceland before and that I’m a pro. So, of course, I don’t mention my fears. I’d rather look great on a pretty horse than risk looking like a wimp in front of these women.

“And for you, my friend . . .” Helga turns to Sylvie. “Let’s put you on . . .”

Sylvie looks as if she’s going to collapse from fear and starts babbling: “Remember the kind of horse I ride at home, the kind of horse I’m used to. Remember, I ride Hátið [pronounced “How-teeth”]. That’s the level of horse I’m used to, remember? Hátið is so old she’s practically toothless. You know Hátið. That’s my level, Helga.”

“Yes, I know. I’m going to put you on Thoka, she is my very special old mare. She is the horse I take when I’m going to the neighbor’s and I know I’m going to be drinking a lot of beer with my girlfriends. Thoka just takes me home.”

Thoka is a small, white mare. Her coat is still shaggy from the winter, and it makes her look older, bedraggled, and docile, like a kid’s pony at a birthday party.

Sylvie uses a mounting block to get on. She plops down heavily on Thoka’s back and sucks in air. “This horse scares me.”

Sylvie knows a lot more about horses than I do. She rides daily at home, while I ride maybe a few times a year, if that. But having someone to worry about takes my own worries away. “You okay?” I ask her.

“I’m okay, but I’m not okay. I took half a Valium, so once that kicks in I should be fine.”

“Is that safe to do?”

“My doctor says it’s fine. Oh, I’m crazy, didn’t I tell you that?”

Now we both have to wait in the saddle, in the paddock, for everyone else to mount. My horse gets antsy and I walk her around in circles. Sylvie talks to her horse, “Whoa, whoa, shh, shh,” but her horse is standing stock still with closed eyes, basically napping.

When all eight of us are up, we wait for Helga and Disa to saddle up. This is it. This is what we’ve come all this way to do: ride. This is what I sit in my office all year long dreaming about—being in Iceland, riding. But I know something Sylvie doesn’t know but obviously senses: that riding in Iceland is much more rigorous than riding Icelandics in the Berkshires, where we plod along, purposely keeping them slow and safe.

“Everybody ready?” Helga asks.

“Alright,” Sylvie says. “Let’s get this over with!”

“You came all the way to Iceland just to get it over with?” Helga asks.

“Oh, that is so Sylvie,” Eve says as a way of explaining to Helga.

And off we go, out through the main gate to the outer lands. The horses pick up the pace immediately. They vie to be in the front of the pack. This is what horses are like in Iceland because they aren’t coddled like pets. They are brought up under semi-feral conditions: the young and the mares are set free for many months, driven into the mountains to live off the land with no human care. Since they are left to forage for food and water on their own and figure things out for themselves, they grow to be healthy, sturdy, and, for the most part, sane. If a horse is not right in the head, Icelanders have no compunction about putting it down. Or selling it to Americans.

Traveling in a pack of ten as we are, the horses bunch up together, like they would in their herd. I am knee-to-knee with Maggie, who is bouncing around a lot in the saddle, but she doesn’t complain. Eve has a big smile on her face (“Isn’t this great!”). Two of the teenage girls are very good riders and they know how to slow their horses down, turning them in circles to get back in line. I envy that ability. My horse is passing everyone and wants to be in front. She is young and has no manners, and my skills are too limited, my reactions not reflexive yet.

Perla catches up with Helga’s lead horse and at first Helga thinks I mean for this to happen. “Don’t let Perla get in front of me,” she says. She then starts chatting with me, asks me where I am from, how I know Sylvie. I get out a few words and then admit to Helga that my horse is getting away from me. She cuts a sideways glance at Perla and says in Icelandic, “Fet, Fet,” and her horse and mine magically slow down to a fast walk. It is clear from the start of this ride that my first trek in Iceland three years ago was old school. We rode farmers’ horses with a local farmer as our guide. There was little concern for our safety or our riding level—it was get on your horse and go. Helga is new school, a Holar graduate and a Holar instructor, who wants horse and rider safe. She wants the experience to be mutually beneficial. She trusts her horses, but she sees we have varying degrees of riding ability and confidence.

When the rest of the horses catch up to us, everyone checks in on Sylvie, who has been in the back of the line under Disa’s watchful eye.

“How are you doing, Sylvie?” Eve asks.

“Sylvie, you okay?”

Helga is most concerned about her friend and says to me, “Maybe this is too much for her.”

“I’m alright,” Sylvie finally peeps up. “But this is not like riding my horse at home. We do a lot of walking on the trail. Can we just walk for a while? I like to walk.”

So we walk for a while, but the horses are straining to go faster. Much like the Arabian horse and the harsh desert environment they sprang from, Icelandics have been bred for endurance in formidable weather and rough terrain. Iceland’s roads are a fairly new luxury. The main ring road around the country was not completed until 1974, and there have never been trains in Iceland. The horses needed to serve as long-distance carriers and most of the getting around pre-automobile was done on well-worn sheep trails. While the rest of Europe spent centuries breeding their horses to be larger and heavier for war or pulling carriages, or larger and leggier for sport racing, Iceland never had a standing army, had few serviceable roads for carriages, and never had the leisure time to use horses as sport. Instead, they purposely kept their horses small, quick, and hardy. And the tölt gait was key for comfortably riding long distances.

After a few minutes, Helga calls out, “Sylvie, do you think you can tölt some more?”

Reluctantly she admits that she’s up to more tölting. And we’re off again at a fast clip, through fields of lupine that graze our thighs, through dry paths where the hooves kick up yellow dust in our faces. I get used to Perla and am no longer just a passenger who can’t control the brakes. My legs fit comfortably around her girth, and after riding for an hour or so, I am beginning to use my leg yields and lighten up on my reins. I consider myself a novice rider because I am. I never ride consistently. I ride in fits and spurts. But when I’m on a long trail ride, I have time to do more than simply react to the horse. There is time to experiment with small cues and aides, to put together everything that I have learned.

A proper tölt should have a steady four beat footfall, similar to a walk but at a much faster speed. It is often said that each sequence, every four beats, should sound like “Black and Decker, Black and Decker.” To get a horse to tölt, it helps if the rider first collects the horse, that is, lightens up the front end so that the propulsion comes from the hindquarters. It seems like a contradiction in cues to collect a horse: you press your leg on the horse which tells it to go forward and faster, but then you give the reins a half halt to tell it “not so fast.” The idea is the horse will need to collect itself and instead of pulling forward from the front, it will rebalance its weight so that the power comes from underneath and the hind end when the muscles are engaged.

It’s like when I go out for a run: sometimes I flop around out there lazily with my stomach loose and leading the way, shifting my weight side to side, hip to hip, and it’s difficult. After the first mile, I want to quit. But then I remember to pull up my sternum and suck in my belly, and by doing that I engage my running muscles and my step changes. Horses can be like that, too. If not ridden properly, they can resort to being a lazy runner.

So I wiggle her into a smooth four-beat tölt by leaning an inch or two back to take the weight off the front, giving her shoulders room to lift her front hooves and her head up.

Perla has a smooth tölt. The trick is to keep my legs still but my hips loose in the seat so that I follow the cadence of her movement. Icelandics are ridden with a slightly longer stirrup so that there is less bend in the knee, which helps in tölt but not necessarily in trot. When the ground is too rough, I move her back to a trot by giving her more rein and sitting slightly forward in a light seat. Tölt, trot, tölt, trot: I find the rhythm more than I lose the rhythm—that’s a good ride for me.

I check frequently on Perla’s ears to see if they are flat back annoyed at me or eagerly pointing forward. Horses’ ears are the barometers of their mood. But Perla’s are somewhere in between, not easily decipherable. They do get twitchy when she senses another horse might pass her, and I feel her power tick up a bit, as she wants to race against the other horse. I give her some rein and let her keep her lead.

This is what I am here for: full concentration on the horse’s gait, mood, speed, collection. My mind clears of all else to focus on the ride: staying on, staying balanced, feeling the horse’s rhythm, looking ahead at the path, the rocks, the lupine, the tufted grass, the burry calls of the terns flitting in front of me. I can ride Icelandic horses in the States at Eve’s farm, but it is contained. It is a completely different experience to ride here in this endless treeless expanse, to ride in the place these horses come from, where they have been birthed, where their ancestors have run for a millennium on this rough terrain. It’s like nowhere else on earth.
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When the Norse first arrived in Iceland in the late 800s, it was uninhabited by people, though there are saga accounts of hermitic Celtic monks living on the island. And it was uninhabited by other mammals, too, except for the arctic fox and the stray polar bear taking a ride on a wandering ice floe. So the settlers brought all the people and animals with them. The settlement era occurred at the height of the Viking era. In other places where the Vikings seized power, they mixed and assimilated into the country and intermarried. Think of the French Normans (they were the raiding Norsemen a century earlier) who in 1066 invaded the Danelaw borough of England, which had been settled by Vikings from the previous century.

But in Iceland there was no one to seize power from, no one to assimilate with or marry. And though some women from Norway also came to settle this new land, the early population was mostly men who picked up women from Ireland and the Scottish islands en route to Iceland. (Iceland’s deCODE, a genomic biobank, collected DNA from every Icelander in the 1990s, and found the women were 63% Celtic, the men 80% Norwegian.) And by “picking up” women, I mean stopping off to buy women on the slave market. Dublin was established during the Viking Era as a slave trading post. The profits from selling captured men, women, and children from the British Isles and Eastern Europe enriched and established many Viking chieftains’ power.

Horses were traded, too. The Icelandic horse is a DNA map of the Vikings pathways and conquests. The breed is a genetic mix of the Norwegian Fjord horse, the Shetland pony, the Irish Connemara, and the Fell and Dales Ponies of Yorkshire. There is even a dab of Mongolian horse in it.

The difficult journey these horses took in the boats, and their lives in the new harsh land, culled out the weak and left only the hardiest and healthiest horses to survive and interbreed in isolation in Iceland. Like the Yakut horse in Siberia, it quickly evolved into a breed with a second winter coat, a thick mane, stout trunk, short thick legs, a low set tail, and the ability to survive without shelter. In 930, the Althing, the early Icelandic parliament, did something unusual: they passed a law banning all other horses from coming into the country. And any horse leaving the country could not be brought back. These laws are still in effect today, making this a breed that has remained isolated on this island for over a thousand years.




The Guests in the Guesthouse

The guesthouse is a small two-story, but it also sprawls. The older part was built in the early 1900s, and a new addition was tacked on in the 1960s. It has four bedrooms on the first floor, all with multiple beds. The three bedrooms in the front of the house all face south. The small bedroom in the back of the house is dark and paneled with a window covered by a dark curtain that blocks out the light. Dora takes that room immediately and no one questions her need for privacy. She goes in, shuts the door, and except for coming out for a smoke every hour, we don’t see her much.

“She’s getting a lot out of this trip,” Sylvie says.

In the back of the house is an old-fashioned parlor room with a couch, but it’s also big enough for a full dining room table. In this parlor room/dining room there are four built-in bed cubicles, about as long as I am, five feet six inches. Each cubby comes with a floral curtain you can draw close. The house was built for large families that lived in close quarters. It looks like the old baðstofas in the Icelandic turf houses from a century ago, which look like the old bed-boxes in the recreated Viking longhouses of a millennium ago.

The kitchen is large enough for a table that sits ten. The view from the kitchen window is of the church and the church’s graveyard. But also, much closer to the guesthouse is a curious cluster of gravestones slammed up against each other, way too close to each other to be actual grave sites. And someone thought it important to fence these gravestones in, as if to prevent them from wandering around at night and bothering the clothesline next to it.

In the refrigerator, we find nýmjólk (pasteurized milk), súrmjólk (like kefir), AB mjólk (like sweeter kefir), skyr (like Greek yogurt), bland cheese (like Emmentaler), lamb salami (like nothing else), soft yellow apples, hard-boiled eggs, flat hearth-baked bread, brown sweet bread, peat-smoked salmon, pale hothouse tomatoes, and smjör (sweet butter). Also, two six packs of Gull, Icelandic beer (like Coors). This is my diet for the week, and no food makes me happier.

The pantry is stocked with coffee from Denmark, Harrods tea bags, sugar, muesli from Germany, chocolate covered raisins, a box of Franzia red wine, and mismatched dishes, cups, and mugs. The big gray phone box hangs on the kitchen wall next to a fire extinguisher.

The stairs leading up to the second floor are narrow, the treads and risers each only about four inches, so you need to turn your foot and body sideways to go up and down. Two doorless bedrooms are upstairs, and both have deeply pitched eaves, so we can only stand up straight in the middle of the rooms. Once we check out the upstairs, no one wants to sleep there, no one ever wants to go up there again.

We choose our rooms without any fuss. I take the bedroom with two twin beds. It has two large windows, each covered with sheer white curtains. One window looks south out onto the barn and the pastures, the other west. The beds in this room, in this house, and pretty much everywhere in Iceland, even the hotels, come with just a fitted bottom sheet and a comforter, folded in half lengthwise. And one pillow. No more, no less. No complaining.

The four teenage girls take the large room with a set of bunk beds across the hall from me. Eve, Maggie, and Sylvie sleep in the room on the other side of the girls.

The first night we all turn in around eleven P.M. The sun is bright and the sheer curtains don’t block out any of the light. What use do these curtains serve? It feels like two in the afternoon in my bedroom. Even when I put my blackout mask over my eyes, I can feel the sun from the western window, keeping me awake.

It is impossible to sleep. I read for a while, put the book down, cover my eyes again with the mask, and try to fall asleep again. But the teenagers have decided that it’s a good time to run in and out of the house. I put my earplugs in. But they get more boisterous. I try wrapping my pillow over my ears. They start slamming doors, stomping down the hallway to the kitchen, laughing, and in general making a regular racket. Four girls can sound like twenty in the middle of the night.

They didn’t seem to be rowdy types. They have been easy to travel with, if easy means they stick close to each other in an age-linked pod, oblivious to everything else, but sensitive to each other’s approval. So far, they have been mild mannered fourteen-year-olds. I chalk that up to Brittany being from a small town—she lives down the road from Eve and keeps her horse at the farm—and Eve’s nieces being from Ohio, and what I know about Ohio is zilch. Less than zilch. But in general, horsey girls tend to be their own breed, resilient and introspective. At their age, you seek in horses what you can’t get in humans. Maybe that’s at any age.

So even though they have been quiet and considerate all day long, they choose midnight to get rambunctious. Maybe I don’t remember fourteen that well. I don’t want to seem like an ogre, and I don’t want to ruin their fun. It’s the midnight sun, the summer solstice, why shouldn’t they run around and party all night?

Except that we are getting up early to ride. And I need my sleep. The scenario that keeps replaying in my head is that if I don’t sleep I’ll make stupid mistakes in the saddle. I’ll fall and hurt myself and it will all be because the teenage girls kept me awake. In Eve-speak, I’m thinking negatively down, not positively up.

I toss, turn, and silently fume about how much racket they are making. I debate with myself: How much time should I give them to settle down? How much of a spoil sport do I want to be? But the door keeps slamming and their feet keep stomping, like they are kicking mud or snow off their boots every time they re-enter the house, and they keep laughing uproariously as they run up and down the hallway.
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