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Not Exactly a Spring Chicken



    


    Like so many people in West Marin, my partner and I moved out here from Berkeley, although she is from Paris, where I met her in a café more than 20 years ago. Neither of us had lived in the country before, but I am the one who will set out to make a fool of myself. This is not surprising. She is a thoroughly urban woman who has always said that if she had to live in the country, she’d first have to find a good café. Since she came to live with me in California, I have been agitating to live in Pt. Reyes, dragging her out here on weekends, taking her on long walks through a wilderness with wild elk and roving mountain lions, red-tailed foxes and howling coyotes. You do not see many of these in Paris. Nevertheless, little by little she has fallen in love with this wide country, although there is not a café in sight. We still drive “over the hill” for the opera and ballet, sometimes staying overnight so we can have breakfast in an outdoor café, where we work on a writing project we have come to call our “folie à deux.” What you write in a café, by hand, with a café au lait at your elbow, is not like any other writing in the world. She is right about that.


    Recently, word has gone around that a new person in the village is thinking of buying a three-year-old horse. When I run into my riding instructor outside the Palace Market, she has already heard about me and the horse. “Novice rider and young horse is not a good combination,” she says when I go over to hug her. “I don’t advise it.”


    “Well, what if he’s an unusual horse? He looks special to me, very gentle, and his owner says he is. She’s had him since he was four months old.”


    ““Kim, he is three years old. Do you know the kind of energy a three-year-old horse has? What is he? What kind of horse?”


    “He’s a gelding, an Appaloosa—he has orange ears and mane and tail. He’s gorgeous.”


    “You’re not going to bed with him. You’re going to ride him. What you need is an old, reliable horse who can take care of you. Appaloosas are stubborn.”


    “I have a feeling about him. You know how you can get a sense of connection over the Internet? I just think he’s the right horse for me.”


     The following morning our Village Snipper calls to say that if I come for a cut she’ll have to fit me in and won’t have time to comb out and blow-dry my hair. I say it doesn’t matter, I would be going riding after our appointment.


    “Riding? With who? When? Where do you ride? I didn’t know you could ride.”


    “I can’t, but I did a lot of riding when I was a kid. I was crazy about riding then, and now I’d like to get back into it.”


    “Do you know Falka? She’s a wonderful, wonderful trainer. She’s loving and patient and has been riding horses since she was born. Her mother was a famous horse breeder in Denmark.”


    “Good. I’ll ask her about this horse I’ve seen online. He’s for sale and he’s beautiful.”


    “Where is he? What kind of horse? How old is he?”


    “He’s an Appaloosa with an orange mane, tail, and ears. I’ve only seen a picture of him, but I’ve fallen in love. The owner says he’s very loving and gentle.”


    “How was he trained?”


    “He hasn’t been trained yet. He’s only three years old.”


    “Kim? Are you kidding? You don’t know how to ride and you’re going to buy an untrained, three-year-old horse?”


    “I thought I could learn with him. I wouldn’t try to train him myself.”


    “Kim, you are not exactly a spring chicken. Don’t do a thing until you call Falka. I’ll give you her phone number. And you know Anita? Tall, English, about your age? She’s an expert in dressage and trains every horse in the county, except the ones trained by Falka. Go talk to Anita.”


    Later that afternoon a voice comes in over the phone machine. I hear it from the back of the house and run to get it. Meanwhile, it is saying, ‘“Kim, are you crazy? Are you out of your mind? I was just in town and I heard…Kim, call me right back. Are you listening? Call me. Are you completely out of your mind?” This does not sound very English to me, but it shows the concern I have aroused in our village, so I feel happy to pick up the phone and reassure Anita. We agree to have tea and discuss something else.


     I am not surprised when a day or so later a call comes through from Falka. She’s heard about me and the three-year-old horse I’ve fallen in love with. Falka has a new approach to this affair; she invites me to watch her train Danish warmbloods at the big house overlooking the reservoir. Up there, I am introduced to Danish Crown, a dark, shining creature 16 feet high, a three-year-old. I am given the lead rope and invited to walk him out to the arena. During this walk a number of things become apparent. I understand why everyone has been concerned about me and a young horse, I who have never managed to achieve a tall stature and am indeed not exactly a spring chicken. This is what it is like to be harnessed to elemental power. I am dwarfed into insignificance by his presence, shaken out of my romantic dream-state. This is what Cooper will be like? This is what Falka has wanted me to experience?


    Back home, I turn out to be a person who is not easily discouraged. It is not clear to me if this is a good trait or a blemish. In spite of everyone’s certainty that there are no exceptional three-year-old horses, this cannot be true. Exceptions are the rule of nature. Perhaps I am perceptive in trusting Cooper’s owner and not naive or gullible or easily fooled? Reassured, I go down to buy some boots at our village outfitter. Right away I spot a beautiful pair of leather boots that come up to the knee and have a smooth working zipper on the side. At the cash register several people have gathered on our side of the counter, all of them interested in my new boots and all taken aback when I say they are intended for riding. These are fashion boots, they say, and never mind that they have an image of a horse on the sole. Someone reminds me that the Calvin Klein brand also has horses on its clothing. Thus cautioned, I am accompanied back to the boot section, seated in one of the low chairs; a pair of heavy ankle boots said to be perfect for riding is brought out for me. These boots will protect my feet if a horse steps on them, as has happened to several of the women who have crowded into the shoe section, watching me try on boots and exchanging stories. The fashion boots disappear into the back of the store, where they will not tempt another beginning rider.


    Strongly encouraged, I stride about in my new boots, the women watching and making comments. These will do. I feel that I have discovered a village with a big heart where everyone takes care of everyone else. The women and I return to the counter, where another heartwarming event takes place. The woman at the end of the counter, who has been most concerned about my fashion boots, turns in my direction and out of the blue says to the man standing between us: “Do you speak Yiddish?” What’s that? These days who speaks Yiddish? But he says that his grandfather spoke Yiddish, so I mention that my mother and father did and my father’s entire family. I feel that perhaps it has never happened in the history of the world that a pair of boots has enticed so many people to talk to strangers about being Jewish. The owner joins our conversation. Her grandfather not only spoke Yiddish, he even translated the Bible into German. “Oh, a German Jew,” the man at the counter says disapprovingly. He is a Russian Jew, as I am, as is the woman who had asked the question about Yiddish. I do not like this exclusion of a fellow Jew from our impromptu bonding and therefore mention that I myself know German, a confession that probably gives the impression I am showing off.


    At this time I am still carrying a picture of Cooper around in my pocket. Given this friendly atmosphere I feel comfortable showing it around and reach into my pocket. But at the last minute something tells me not to share it, even in this warmhearted village, even among Jewish kin. The boots have already been sufficiently exposing, and now when someone asks me what kind of horse I have, I mention Falka and her intention to introduce me to an Arabian. Everyone knows Falka but no one thinks highly of her liking for Arabian horses, especially for me, who must appear from the whole boot debacle to be a not-very-experienced rider and perhaps altogether a naive person. Arabians are hot-blooded, they are highly energetic, this is almost as dangerous as putting a new rider on a young horse. Have they guessed my secret? The woman at the end of the counter immediately writes down her name and telephone number and gives it to the man standing between us, who pockets it and departs. She is startled that I am still hanging around, and we all have a good laugh at her assumption that the man and I had been together, especially when she is told that I am from around here. Well, I am, but how does anyone know? Nevertheless, so much the better! I might as well go with her straight away to Meadowbrook, where she boards her horse and we can do some riding. When it turns out that I am not free she writes down her name and adds: “Jewish horse-woman.” I am to call her before I make any decision about a horse. I leave the store feeling well-cared for by our village but decide after some hesitation not to stop in at the Village Snipper to show off my new boots. I feel that on the whole, even in this kind and caring village, my decision not to mention Cooper or drag out his picture has been wise.
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