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AUTHOR’S NOTE





I have changed some of the names and combined some details related to the girls at the stables to protect their privacy.











PROLOGUE


HIS STORY


He told a story with his whole body. As his deep voice painted the picture, his sun-soaked arms would gesture with maestro-like emphasis. His bushy eyebrows would dance little jigs during the well-timed pauses. His blue eyes would spear into our shy glances for added effect. All while we, a collection of ponytails, cut-off jeans, freckles, and bandanas, sat on hay bales or stood next to stall doors listening intently to his words braid boastful strands of his past into the present. He was always a mesmerizing orator.


“Ya know, I taught William Faulkner to ride,” he’d begin, then add details about how he introduced the renowned Southern writer to the world of horses. “Saved him once too.” And off he’d launch into telling us about the time Faulkner, tired of convalescing in his upstairs bedroom from a broken leg, asked our storyteller to transport him down to the main floor.


“It would’ve been no problem carrying him if the heel of my boot hadn’t caught on that there top step.” Knowing that the two of them were in danger of tumbling down the entire flight of stairs, our protagonist leapt out into open space cradling his famous passenger.


“Still had ahold of him in my arms when I landed. Missed them steps altogether and got us to the bottom in one piece. Could’ve broke both our necks. That’s one of the reasons he signed that picture hangin’ in the tack room—that and for teachin’ him to ride,” he’d conclude with a puffing up of his barrel chest.


Even if I had heard a particular tale many times before, even if I outwardly rolled my eyes, inside, I was caught up in the bravado and charm he exuded in the telling.


“I’m going to write a book about you someday,” I would sometimes insert at the end of his stories, my form of applause. I often expressed this intent back when he was my childhood mentor. I imagined writing the story of growing up riding horses in Virginia for what I would call a colorful trainer. I would have cast him as the folklife hero of my story. I would have described the grit and tenacity that helped him learn the horse business from scratch, then to go on to buy his own stables and train riders and jumpers to compete on the show circuit against those with much more money and resources. I would have characterized this as a prevailing-against-all-odds underdog story. It would have been a book about my adoration of this man, my deep abiding love for his horses, and my gratitude for the access he bestowed on those of us who rode for him.


“Well, what are ya waitin’ for?” he’d counter with that gold-toothed grin I’d come to associate with approval and later with caution.


What was I waiting for? I didn’t realize that the wiser part of me was waiting until the full truth of my narrative could be revealed—first to myself. Back then, I wasn’t able to see the entire landscape. My vision was only set to portrait. His portrait, never mine. I surrendered myself to his view of the world, adopting an interpretation that helped me manage the situation. This is the power of conditioning and the strength of our coping strategies.


At that gangly-girl time in my life, my version minimized and downright omitted the abuse and violence that was the main staple of my diet at the stables. It redacted the trauma. But more importantly, out of my experiences I etched a story held within me that distorted reality. When I was still “one of his riders,” I couldn’t possibly have known that it is a common phenomenon to admire and identify with a sexual abuser and that this misguided high regard goes hand in hand with the abuse of power. But that wasn’t the extent of my grooming. My well-intended family, the culture, and my own defenses all played a part in what I absorbed from my childhood and the narratives I internalized as a result. This was self-protective—until it wasn’t.


You see, it isn’t what happens to us that is the biggest problem. The difficulty has everything to do with how we interpret and absorb what happens to us, whatever that may be. These are the elements that go into creating the narratives that we end up digesting—and regurgitating. Through understanding how this comes about, it allows us to compassionately rewrite and “re-right” our stories. This work frees us.


I am well aware that I am not alone on this journey. As a psychotherapist, I’ve walked with many brave souls along this path toward liberation and a deeper connection with themselves and the world. I have witnessed over and over again the courage that it takes to disentangle from our adopted stories.


Now the time has come to tell my own story of continuing to understand the effects of trauma and to unravel the conditioned narratives behind it.















CHAPTER 1

SEPARATED







The glass representing my marriage always seemed half full to me—that is, until the moment when my husband told me to move out. We were in the middle of a group therapy session led by our unorthodox therapist, Gary, who was part guru and part samurai in his approach. Being in his unique practice involved participating in groups with other clients while sitting in an unadorned basement room on pillows that sagged under the weight of many heavy sessions. Starting out as strangers, we were all now committed to doing our growth work in these shared circles.


On this particular evening, my husband, Mark, and I were polarized in our conflict about some upcoming decision. In the midst of our swirling dialogue, I blurted out a comment that didn’t even register on my radar screen, but the collective silence that followed was palpable by everyone else. The contempt seeping between my words was conveniently bland to me but had just left a bitter residue with Mark, and the witnessing members of our therapy group.


After an elongated pause, he locked his eyes on mine, and with a measured tone, he slowly annunciated, “I want you to go back to the house now and pack your things. I want you out by the time I get home.”


I was stunned! I hadn’t seen this coming. Mark typically went out of his way to avoid conflict. Our spats wouldn’t necessarily feel resolved, but we moved past them quickly. Yet here he was in this moment, holding an intense “I mean it” gaze.


Everything in me wanted to rant in response, “Really? You are kicking me out of my own house? Because of what?” From my point of view, this sudden guillotine edict seemed so random, the reason so insignificant. Through our twenty-seven years of marriage we had co-created a satisfying life on the outskirts of Seattle that involved juggling careers, parenting our son, managing a home, and enjoying various activities and friendships. We had well-honed routines and ways of dancing around conflict that worked well enough for both of us. We were living the good life, right? At least I thought so.


Yes, okay, we were here for a second round of therapy with Gary. The first stint had taken place twenty years previously. Mark and I were coming back now, not because we were fighting, but because there were communication problems, which in my opinion could be solved if Mark would only listen more closely. In our return to counseling I had secretly been counting on Gary and the group to address this and Mark’s other issues. Being a therapist myself, I, of course, thought I could best diagnose. Instead, I was the one being confronted. I felt unjustly sideswiped by this turn of events.


Attempting to regain my bearings, I found myself pleading. “You want to give all this up? Throw it all away? End our marriage?”


Without taking the bait, Mark held firm. “I’m not asking for a divorce at the moment, but unless things change, that option is on the table.”


It was then that any semblance of anger I was harboring morphed into panic-filled shock. Oh shit! He is serious. This is bad. Where am I going to go? The tidal wave of realization that my marriage and life were in crisis crashed through my insides as I struggled to grasp my suddenly altered reality.


It was in this disoriented fugue state that I staggered to my feet from the pillowed floor, drove home, gathered a suitcase of miscellaneous clothes, and checked into a hotel until I could sort out what to do next.















CHAPTER 2

NOW WHAT







Here’s the thing about a crisis. It’s not necessarily a bad thing. Professionally I knew that this is often the wake-up call we need—the moment when we are forced to face the hidden parts of ourselves that have been unconsciously trying to run the show and wreaking intermittent havoc and unhappiness along the way.


And here’s the thing about marriage. If you’re doing it right, your partner is often the one who has to grab you by the shoulders and plead, “Wake up!” But the other thing about being thrown into a crisis . . . you are never ready for it.


Over the next few days, I zombie-lurched my way into signing a month-to-month lease on a tiny studio apartment that would easily fit into our living room at home. I prayed this arrangement would only be temporary. It was spring of 2015, and as I unpacked my meager things and pulled down the unstable Murphy bed for my first of many sleepless nights, I chafed the worry beads of my mind. How the hell did this happen to me? What am I going to do now? What if we get divorced? How am I going to tell my friends and family? Everything in my life had just been pulverized.


In an attempt to regain my footing I reminded myself that I was a good person and I hadn’t done anything wrong. Then shame took over. I’m a marriage counselor for god’s sake. And here I am being kicked out of my own home with my own relationship now on the proverbial rocks! I was deluged by surges of grief, humiliation, and anger—along with a mixture of sensations I couldn’t even yet identify. I see-sawed between blaming the injustice of it all as if I were the victim: I can’t believe that Mark would do this to me! and collapsing into flagellating self-judgment: I am so fucked up!


Meanwhile, I was determined to fix things between us. I wanted back in the house, back in my marriage, back in the comfort of the familiar. I could make this right, right? Since Mark had asked for no contact for an undetermined amount of time, the therapy would now consist of individual sessions and separate groups. I started my next appointment with Gary by laying out my plan of action to move up that time frame.


“I’m going to tell Mark that I am sorry, apologize, and commit to prioritizing him,” I frenetically began.


Gary quickly cut in. “Not so fast. This is not a problem to be fixed.”


“What do you mean?” I asked with an edge of annoyance at being interrupted. “I am trying to save my marriage.”


“It doesn’t work like that,” Gary said.


“I don’t understand. How am I supposed to resolve anything if not through throwing myself into doing better?”


I had always been able to set my sights on a goal and work hard to achieve it. This approach had served me well. Couldn’t Gary appreciate that I wanted to be back together with Mark and was ready to go into overtime mode to make this happen?


“You need to slow it down first in order to see what you are up to,” he countered.


“I see that I am motivated and committed,” I quipped, holding back my irritation that he was somehow missing my intention.


“It’s not about getting the outcome you want. It’s about deeply observing yourself and what you are up to. This urgency you feel right now is all coming out of your own discomfort, not from a true desire to understand your impact on others.” He paused before adding the kicker. “It’s completely self-serving.”


“That’s not fair.”


“Stop it,” he said. “You are fighting me right now. This is similar to how you act in your marriage too. You are only interested in your point of view and getting what you want.”


“Wait, what?” I took in a labored breath.


“You are only driving to get the outcome you want. You don’t see that you are being a bully when you do this.” His pause then sliced the air between us. “This is the same energy that you bring to your marriage,” he continued. “The same energy that ends up running over Mark if he doesn’t acquiesce and get on board with your agenda.”


I quivered with defensiveness about what was being reflected back to me. I didn’t want to see any of this. I didn’t want to look at how poorly I had been treating Mark.


“Well, then, what am I supposed to do . . . nothing?” I asked. “Where will that get us?”


Gary went on to try to explain that my problem—and most issues—can’t be solved through “over-efforting.” This didn’t make sense to me at the time. Suddenly disoriented, a whimper escaped. “But this is all I have ever known. This is who I am.”


With my well-worn paradigm upended, I felt like I was floundering in turbulent waters, stripped of a life vest. Yikes! The impression of myself that I had always held dear was now gasping for air.


“Ah, now we are seeing another form of your resistance—self-pity,” he pointedly observed. “You have had your boot on him, not the other way around. You don’t know what to do if you aren’t trying to exert control.”


Although my catalyzing comment to Mark felt minor to me, I had to admit to myself that it was not altogether unfamiliar. He had previously voiced that he didn’t feel like he was appreciated, that I could be quick to put him down, and that I was regularly dismissive of his feelings and requests if they didn’t match up with my own. Being challenged now to look at my behavior, I could see that Mark had tried through the years to call me out on the ways I wasn’t respecting him as a mutual partner. I could admit that I generally dictated the terms of our marriage. It was apparent in this Hail Mary act that he had been desperately feeling disregarded for years, and it had been convenient for me to overlook this.


It was also true that I could master these arguments. I was a more adept verbal fighter, so any attempt to work through conflict could end up with me debating a better case. Our relationship wasn’t a democracy, and my husband had finally reached his limit of bloodletting. The thing I was realizing about continual paper cuts is that you can still bleed out but it just takes longer.


Mark was finally standing up to me in a way that he had been avoiding for years. By asking for this therapeutic separation, the pyramid scheme I had been benefitting from in our marriage had just toppled. He was giving me an opportunity to look at myself in the mirror, but the reflection was so ugly. That difficult session showed me how I had been propping up my ego at his expense. My life shattering around me was breaking me open along with it.


Afterward, I slunk back to my tiny apartment and put up the Murphy bed so that I had space to sit at the miniature table—alone with my feelings. I was too ashamed to reach out to others yet about my depressing circumstances.


Finally with a poppy seed of curiosity, I began to formulate new questions. If I accept that I am treating Mark like an object of my agenda, how did this happen? How did I come to be like this? How did I become so disconnected? How do I stop inflicting this hurt on the person I say I love? And what does it mean to really love someone?


Although on the one hand my life circumstances had drastically shrunk, what I was about to unearth would become expansive.















CHAPTER 3

THE HEART OF HORSE COUNTRY







At the point when my marriage was in serious trouble, I had slipped into believing that I was done with my past. Through a previous chunk of therapy two decades earlier, I thought that I had fully reconciled my old ghosts. I was wrong. I had neglected to remember that a deep understanding of oneself is always a process, never a final destination. Being out of the house was now exposing another sub-layer of unexplored terrain from my childhood. Here was evidence of the detritus of my past showing up unchecked in the present.


When any of the influences in one’s life remain unexamined, these same forces tend to come out sideways. I was currently living the upheaval brought about by my unintended yet aggressive actions. Clearly, I needed to take a closer look into my personal history.


Sitting in my small, one-room space, I reflected on how the hell I got here. The formative experiences of my life are all rooted in my love of horses. In fact, I can’t remember a time in my girlhood when I wasn’t smitten with horses. Even before I had any real exposure to these magnificent creatures, I heard their whispering in my core. And I felt a visceral longing to respond.


What was it about horses? Was it an unconscious urge to relate to my own powerful animal self? Was it the unique spectrum of qualities these creatures embody? Horses are paradoxical. They are wild yet cooperative, independent of spirit yet innately herd-oriented, strong and vulnerable. The passion I felt for them so early on seemed inextricably linked to my own desire for self-discovery, wholeness, and connection.


Those of you who have felt similar hoofbeats in your blood know what I am talking about, for this is the same insatiable need that fills bookshelves and movies with countless stories about horses and the girls who love them.


Whatever the origin, horses were primally imprinted on me from the beginning. Real horses, however, were a rarity in both Wisconsin and Indiana, the states where I split my early school years. So despite begging my father for a horse, my vicarious young girl self instead played with a plastic toy pony and the girl doll in braids that sat atop. While the rider detached from the pony’s back along with the various individual parts, there was a satisfying harmony I felt was restored only when the saddle, bridle, hat, and girl were fitted neatly back together again. I also spent time galloping in the yard, imagining myself as a horse whinnying in stride. All this adoration for horses was relegated to my fantasy world until the summer of 1970.


A year after Neil Armstrong and his crew landed on the moon, my father received a professorial teaching job at the University of Virginia. While the world at large had been recently bolstered by the prospect of exciting new frontiers, my family was likewise about to make a historic launch from the Midwest to our own inaugural landing in the rural South in Charlottesville, Virginia. I was ten years old, and with the siren’s call of horses already having a hold of me from sinew to spirit, moving to the “heart of horse country” was a dream come true.


As my parents, my younger brother, and I drove toward our destination, the verdant green tapestry of hills and fields that undulated all around us was capped to the west by the Blue Ridge Mountains. And in every direction there were horses! These sleek, tail-swishing graceful creatures grazed and frolicked near split rail wooden fences, bucolic barns, and groves of trees. Watching out the back seat window, I was abuzz with the possibilities.


In a quiet subdivision well outside of town, my parents bought a house. Squatting on the edge of our property just down the gently sloping hill from our new home was a shabby-looking barn and horse stables. To me, it was a utopia. My lifelong yearning to learn to ride, care for, and just be near real horses was now merely a field away.















CHAPTER 4

MEETING THE MARLBORO MAN







As soon as I could beg them into action, my parents agreed to go with me to meet our neighbor, the owner of the horse stables down the hill. They opted to drive our wood-paneled station wagon via the road. Instead, I chose to take the shortcut and travel on foot through the connecting fields. I was used to randomly roaming the creek and woods behind the house of my old neighborhood, but this was different. Now I was beelining toward a goal.


I skipped through the grassy pasture, but was slowed by the first barbed wire fence when my T-shirt caught on one of the three thorny metal lines. Wooden fences would have been easier to negotiate, but this was not a high-end stable. The barbed wire that outlined some of the fields had a mercurial mind of its own, seemingly flexible on the one hand but also poised to scrape and snag on the other. Is barbed wire to keep in or keep out? I never pondered this back then. Never hesitated to think about what might lie on the other side of this barrier.


When I first laid eyes on him, he was barking out commands to the girls on horses who were orbiting around him from the middle of a riding ring. Well over six feet tall with a bellowing voice, he was also naked from the waist up. Reminding me of a cross between Robert Redford and John Wayne, he reigned large—part ringleader, part primal man-beast. It was hard not to gape at his deep, butterscotch-colored broad chest and muscular belly that were completely exposed to the elements. Rounding out his sparse attire, he wore rugged jeans and well-worn cowboy boots covered in dust from a hard day’s work. From the very beginning I was in awe of his stature.


Then he gazed in my direction. When his sky-blue eyes caught mine, I had to quickly look away. When I furtively glanced back, he broke out in a toothy Cheshire cat smile that revealed one upper front tooth made of solid gold. The glinting metal shone brightly in that afternoon sunshine, like a beacon drawing in my moth self.


As a young girl, I had already been groomed by the TV shows I gulped down after school that depicted cowboys. I was spellbound by Sheriff Matt Dillon in Gunsmoke, James West on his glamorous Wild, Wild West train car, and Little Joe on his ranch in Bonanza. Then, of course, there was John Wayne showing off his slow, unflinching swagger at gunpoint. Even the Marlboro Man, who ruggedly rode his way through the frequent tobacco commercials, became an early crush for me. Yes, all my admired action figures wore cowboy boots, holstered guns at their sides, and had obediently tacked horses as their besties.


The rogue individualistic cowboy was the peddled heroic icon. And like a baby bird, I gobbled up what was being offered. This was the constant diet of my girlhood. Our cultural conditioning begins early. It is invisible and insidious.


Falling into line, I couldn’t see then that I was being molded to admire white strong men with power. Men who were charming, invincible, fearless—and often took the law into their own hands. It was primetime viewing for me and was the fodder for my unconscious programming. Though I couldn’t have known it at the time, these cultural messages were shaping my mind and biases without my awareness or consent.


Moseying up toward the side of the ring that day, I believed that I was seeing the real deal, the Marlboro Man from Albemarle County, my fantasied hero, suddenly come to life. I moved shyly to the railing, cautious and yet intrigued by this imposing man standing within.


When my parents arrived, he strolled over to introduce himself. After a brief exchange of hellos, he turned that glint in his eyes and the sparkling metal in his smile in my direction once again.


“Well, do ya wanna ride or don’t ya?” he asked with a mirth echoed in his dancing caterpillar eyebrows.


“What?” I asked. His strong Southern dialect overlapped his words such that they merged into one galloping sentence that, especially in those early days, left me in need of a translator. Turns out it was more than just his words that I had difficulty understanding.


When he said it again, I could only nod. I had never ridden before, not even sat astride a horse. Here I was on the brink of actualizing this dream, and yet the prospect suddenly seemed daunting. Sometimes it can be so scary to finally be offered what we say we have always wanted.


“Katie, run grab Smokey,” he bellowed.


And so came my introduction to this dappled, gray-white pony who arrived donning crusted manure stains along one side of his plump body. It was love at first sight.


I watched as this self-assured older—but not that much older—girl tacked this small pony with deft movements. I paid close attention as she guided the steel bit up toward his mouth. Marveled as he opened his jaw on cue to receive the metal as it slid easily into place between his yellowed teeth. Admired how she then pulled the various leather straps up over and around his ears so that his headband lay flat across his forehead, not unlike my own headband that held back my long brown hair. Then she proceeded to buckle the strap under his throat, placed the reins across the length of his neck, and instructed me to hold the strands of leather under his chin while she went to collect the saddle.


I took this opportunity to gently stroke the length of his gray-and-white-flecked face and look into his big dark eyes outlined with white lashes. While patting his neck, I introduced myself and told him that I thought he was the prettiest pony I’d ever seen. I confessed to him that I was new to this, that I had never ridden before. Although lazily chomping at the bit through my quiet monologue, his large, ebony eyes and forward-set ears gave me the sense he was listening intently.


Katie returned with the saddle, hoisted it into place upon his back, and fastened the girth around his belly. Smokey nonchalantly accepted all these actions as routine, which clearly, they were. If she can do all this with such ease, then I can too, I thought to myself.


She reclaimed the reins from me and walked my pony into the ring, motioning me to follow. Then she handed us off to him. At this close proximity, I was even more aware of the stark contrast of his tall, barrel-framed man body compared to my lanky, awkward, ten-year-old girl body.


“Come here,” he said, directing me to move closer. I was now near enough to smell the mixture of sweat, straw, horse, and man that exuded from him. He indicated that I should grab ahold of the top of the saddle with both hands and bend my left leg. I was more than willing to be directed in all these ways. Interesting, in hindsight, that I gave him carte blanche authority over me from the very beginning.


“On-the-count-o-three.”


But on the count of two he caught me off guard and launched me high up into the air, much higher than was necessary, and plopped me down onto the awaiting saddle. My body was suddenly electrified from the surprise factor, but at the same time aware that he had duped me. I wasn’t ready, it didn’t go as he said it would, and yet, here I was astride a pony because of him.


My heart continued to canter with adrenaline as he showed me how to hold the reins. “Now, turn your hands this way, thumbs-up.” Then he took hold of the bridle and walked me once around the ring, Smokey’s droopy head bobbing as we all stepped together. This brawny man looked back at me periodically to correct my posture.


“Sit up straight. Point your toes where you’re goin’. Heels down. Hold tight here, like this.” He showed me what he meant by manually turning my feet forward and pushing my knee into the saddle with his hand to further connect me to my pony. It felt odd to have this strange man manipulating my body with his firm touch, but I was so thrilled to be learning how to ride that nothing else registered.


After one lap he let go and left me to steer Smokey around the ring on my own. It was remedial, but even at this nascent stage I found it empowering. Here I was, getting to ride a real horse! Well, a small pony—but it was so exciting. I reached down to pat his neck with a swell of gratitude.


“C’mon back tomorrow and I’ll teach ya to trot,” he promised. This was a day of firsts: my first ride, my first lesson, my first encounter with this man who was to become my teacher for the next fifteen years. What I didn’t know then was that this same man would also hijack my life and my story for many more decades beyond that.


What also strikes me as curious looking back was my parents’ seeming lack of caution. I don’t even remember if they stayed for this debut ride. They might have and I was just oblivious to their presence. After all, I was already immersed in my new girl–horse world. However, they certainly offered no objection or resistance. Did they not have any questions about leaving me in this situation with this shirtless man and his derelict stables that were so clearly his empire? Apparently not.


I can see in retrospect what a pivotal moment this was. Yet it went by without my notice and without their concern as they casually took the first step in passing their parenting reins over to him. In re-examining my past as it was now showing up in my marriage, I would need to expand my lens to also include what was behind my parents’ complicit hand-off.


Nevertheless, on that summer day at the age of ten, I had just crossed the threshold, barbed wire and all, into another realm—alone.
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