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Coffee and Chocolate

 

a true story 

 

by Michèle Laframboise

 

 

 

I discovered the joy of traveling by train after I moved to Toronto. 

Between Montreal and the Queen City, I gazed from the window at a real-life, ever-changing movie of floating landscapes, never boring. It has been ten years now that I follow this curving line between the two buzzing metropolis. Remote family and literary events prompted those travels. 

The rail crossed cluttered back yards of the suburbs, abandoned plants graffiti-tagged, lonely buildings with stacks seemingly sniffing at the sky. Sparse rachitic trees lined the railway, sometimes widening in small forests of maples sparse with firs, or giving the space to blond meadows straddled by lazy overpasses. The train zoomed by a swamp, a conical beaver hut stamped in my memory. My eye caught a red hawk swooping close to the water; crows perched on the electric lines, commenting on the weather.

I have gotten used to the rhythmic beat of the joints, not the occasional screeching of metal wheels against the rail.  I thought about our ancestors, their time of traveling counted in weeks and days rather than hours and minutes. They went on horseback, in cart, sleigh or snowshoes in winter. 

I gradually built some benchmarks. After Guildwood, the track ran along the shore of Lake Ontario, offering to my window a vista of water flooded with sunlight or threatened with gray clouds. Near Mallorytown, a school bus without wheels was stationed forever in the middle of a sugar bush.

The pond with the beaver hut came a few minutes before slicing through the town of Tweed.

But there was a special place in my memory, an image that would haunt me in later years.

Two brown horses standing in a scrap yard.
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Unmoving in the middle of a vacant lot strewn with near a corrugated metal shed, the two horses caught my eye. I had just enough time to notice the forest of maples and a few pieces of tractor scattered around before the forest closed again on them.

I was sleeping for miles, so it was impossible to locate exactly this place. Near the middle of the trip, before or after Kingston? This unexpected vision had amazed me.

Then I forgot the horses.

There are many animals on my course. Farm animals, heifer cows, oxen, never the same from one year to the next.

Horses normally grazed near a large stable, with lots of space to unwind their legs ... So what were these two beasts doing in this small junkyard? Were there paths in the forest behind this shed, or this ill-maintained repair shop? 

The following year, on my way to Montreal, I was idly watching the landscape, gradually invaded by the suburbs. The forest suddenly opened on the unkempt field strewn with refuse.

Two brown horses were standing quietly to the left of the metal shed, their big heads half-turned toward the rails..

My heart jumped with joy, filled with gratitude. 

As the train sped by, I gathered details. Their coats, a soft brown; one paler than the other, coffee with milk rather than chocolate. The horses were grazing who-knew-what between old tires and tractor carcasses.
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During the following trips, I started despite myself to watch for the appearance of the horses, which I ended up naming Coffee and Chocolate. 

I calculated the journey time to this unlikely barn between Kingston and Brockville. Or was it between Kingston and Belleville, in the other direction?

If I didn't see them, I was worried. I told myself I had missed them: a look lowered towards the laces of my shoes, turning towards another passenger or writing in my notebook, all those gestures conspired in making me miss the scrap yard and the horses.

Seeing horses in this unlikely place has sparked many questions.

Did their owners take care of them? Did the horses enjoy a peaceful retreat? Did they have the opportunity to gallop? Did they injure themselves on the rusty scraps?

What value is the life of a horse in our voracious economy? I knew how short was the career of a race horse, retired from the competition at the age of four or five years. 

A peculiar joy filled me when I saw them side by side. This time, one had a blanket covering its flanks against the cold. This coverlet reassured me. Its existence told me that someone was taking care of the horses.

It was quite odd that two brown horses could arouse in me such an outpouring of sympathy. Coffee and Chocolate have opened, inside me, a space of contemplation.

These horses now marked the half-time of my travels. I noticed their presence – or absence –  on my agenda.

"Didn't see the horses."

"Saw the horses! "

I never discovered their owner, man or woman. Maybe a man because of the junk yard, the corrugated metal repair shop. Coffee and Chocolate were always alone, like an old couple looking at passing trains as their sole distraction.
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I can't tell exactly when I stopped seeing the horses.

The train ran at such a speed that a half-second of inattention was enough to miss their spot. Or I was looking elsewhere at the wrong time. Or else I was busy paying the smiling staff member with the snack trolley.

Coming back from an umpteenth bookfair, head resting against the window, I kept trying to find at least their secret place, a vacant lot surrounded by maples and hills, leaving Kingston.

In vain. 

Has the forest been razed, the shed dismantled, all tractor pieces and spare tires picked up?

I couldn't recognize this part of the countryside anymore. The landscape has changed much in ten years, with urban sprawl and abandoned farms. Every time, checking the maps, I watched anxiously for these familiar stretches of ground and forest preceding the spot. I even skipped meals to ensure I did not miss the horses.  

The journey by train had ceased to give me any rest. I kept missing “my” horses, berating myself, for looking out too soon, or too late. 

So I finally decided to rely upon Providence. In silence, I deposited Coffee and Chocolate in the hands of the universe.
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Now, I watch the colors of the ever-changing sky, I count the birds waiting on the lines, I check upon a lone deer rummaging at the edge of a field of freshly harvested hay, or I salute a hundred geese resting near a pond, regally ignoring the ducks and sheep grazing a few steps from them.

And I know that somewhere...

To paraphrase St-Exupéry, the landscape is so beautiful when you know that, somewhere among those hills, are hidden two brown horses with coffee and chocolate robes.

 

 


Postface

 

This story is true from the beginning to the end. This is the first story in the Echoes collection, which will feature real life narratives, short or long. 

I still think about these horses today, even if I travel less often. I have not seen Cafe et Chocolat for five years. I had discovered them in the fall of 2004. The last time I lay eyes on them had been in 2008 or 2009.  

Ten years is a long time, the third of a horse's life expectancy.  Horses need space, exercise, water and plenty of proper food. Was the junkyard owner able to afford veterinary care? Or did he sold the old couple away to the butcher? 

I refuse to believe it. I remember the coverlet, the sole clue that the horses were precious to him. Was he moved by pity to take the horses in, despite a flagrant lack of space? 

Later, at another point of the trip, I found a couple of brown horses, in a grassed area fronting a cabin.  They were not the same. 

Are Coffee and Chocolate happily galloping in the eternal prairies? If they are still living, does someone care well for them? 

I hope so.
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I can't be the only one who ever glimpsed those horses from a train window. The sheer quantity of passangers transiting between Toronto and Montréal ensures that others may still remember them, with other names.

We form a silent brotherhood, hundreds of us linked by this vision of two chocolate- and coffee-robed horses grazing in a junk field.
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