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			a pair of fools embarking on a quest into unknown territories 
dancing off the chalky cliffs of unemployed and homeless 
in search of a cure for a broken heart or a broken country 
- two women, three horses and a Dream - 

			

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE
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			In Which We Set Forth to Discover an Unknown Land

			“I’ll see you on the News!”

			Tim’s cheerful words echo in my head  

			an improbable descant over 12 bare hooves clopping 

			head swivel

			check for traffic

			we cross the cement bridge over the Navarro River

			the sound of the water drowning out the chaos and the clamor

			hearts breaking

			doors slamming

			bridges burning 

			everything we think we might need or care about 

			packed into big bright yellow dry bags from the sailing adventure

			strapped onto a pack saddle Moss made last week

			from scrap lumber and a photograph.

			
Sophia taught me how to tie a diamond hitch this morning

			tucked a copy of the page from the book into my pocket for tomorrow

			our saddle bags are stuffed with organic produce

			root vegetables and virgin journals 

			- we are in no way prepared for this moment.

			
But the gates to Cheesecake Road stand open under cloudless skies

			as we leave the pavement behind

			crossing into unknown territory with the ponies
Gryph sings winsomely

			

			“They sailed away on a winter’s day 
with fates as malleable as clay...”

			
I look over at her and grin

			both of us suddenly buoyant with optimism and freedom

			my eyes and nose prickly with not going to cry

			lungs like bellows 

			the enormity of what we mean to do 

			almost more than I can breathe around.

			Gryph smiles back from under the brim of her brown felt hat

			she’s not scared.

			
Vaca Suerte quick steps, dappled, silver, leggy, sleek

			way too much horse for a novice

			but desperation breeds strange bedfellows.

			Gryph rides like the farmer she is

			like the dancer and athlete she is

			her hands a little high and far apart

			her toes turned out

			black leather trousers and Doc Martins

			brown paisley pashmina around her neck

			golden braid down her slender back

			she moves with her horse instinctively, a supple grace

			but directing that motion still requires all her focus

			and part of mine.

			“She’s like quicksilver,” says Gryph

			an Elven princess on her unicorn

			leading the way down to the river

			that we will follow to the Western Ocean.

			

Northern California - 

			some of the most gorgeous riding imaginable 
following old logging roads along the Navarro River 
Jesse James sure-footed on the round river rocks as we cross 
and cross again, watching minnows school and dart 

			his alert copper ears swivel, so much to keep track of 

			a pair of ducks fuss at us, fly ahead, fuss again

			as we inadvertently chase them downstream 
round a bend a stout 6-point buck leaps to shore.

			
‘Finehorn!’

			the lead rope shocks pain through my right hand

			as Finehorn grabs for another bunch of the thick river grass

			yanking me out of my good mood and reverie

			I yank back, anger flaring at a 4 day old rope burn 

			from the rodeo she put on the first time we packed her.

			
I have been preparing for this moment my entire life

			and it’s nothing like I’d imagined.

			We’re heading west to east, it’s mid-October

			we have $2,500, 3 renegade horses and gear enough to start

			- we don’t have a plan B.

			
“You ladies are out on an adventure!”

			Two cheerful grey haired men step out of an L.L.Bean catalogue

			walking up the river that we are riding down.

			‘We’re following the river to the Ocean. 

			I’d thought two days but we got a late start so maybe 3. 

			Then we’re going to turn around and head for the other Ocean.’

			I feel very brash, saying this aloud to strangers, pretentious.

			Also, I’m not entirely sure this is allowed, what we’re doing.

			Eyebrows raise, “Impressive! and how long do you expect that to take?”

			‘The plan is two years, more or less, depending on how it goes.’

			“What do you have for maps?”

			I pull out the folded page of map

			torn from the California DeLorme Atlas and Gazetteer 

			show him the dashed line - - - a dirt road following the river

			

			locals have assured us it exists, they’ve taken it

			the men look pensive, one slowly shakes his head

			“When’s the last time they were on it? There was a pretty big storm this year

			there might still be some trees down across the trail - do you have a saw?”

			Gryph lifts the 8” folding saw tied to a ring on her saddle.

			He nods, “You might get through…

			here, we’re with the Mendocino Land Trust 

			take these maps, they’re topo maps for the next sections at least, good luck!”

			We wave, ‘Thank you!’

			and they’re gone.

			
The next river crossing looks deep.

			Gryph comes up next to me as I hesitate

			‘Did we miss a turn somewhere?’

			She shakes her head, scans the river, the far shore

			but Vaca Suerte isn’t one for standing around 

			when offered the option she plunges right in.

			Gryph yanks her feet up out of the stirrups 

			as the water rises chest deep on our tallest horse 

			this brave young mare we bought less than 2 weeks ago.

			Jesse willingly follows her lead 

			my feet already out of the stirrups

			Finehorn behind us almost swimming

			working hard

			the big yellow dry bags riding low and creating drag.

			
The river this deep 

			and we are still 20 miles from the Ocean.

			  
Keeping an eye out for a place to stop for the night

			not sure what, exactly, I’m expecting to find 

			we need graze for the ponies, access to water, a place for the tent 

			I’m not seeing anything that looks even remotely comfortable.

			The sun is getting low as the road heads up a densely forested hill

			

			I can no longer hear the river

			‘Wait, this can’t be right, where’s that new map?’

			
Back to the missed turn, the next crossing

			the river here is wide and low

			plenty of the grassy bunches Finehorn has been grabbing at all day

			the bank is rocky, sloping up to a line of trees

			I see just enough flat spots for 3 horses and a tent

			cock an eyebrow at Gryph 

			who shrugs and pats Vaca Suerte on the neck

			I guess this is home!

			
Packs and saddles off the ponies

			big jumbled pile on the ground

			hungry horses, hungry humans

			tethers and tent, bundles and bags

			saddle pads airing before we lay our bedrolls down on them

			Gryph, crouching by the cook stove 

			making dinner like we’d have back at the Apple Farm

			beets, onions, patty pan squash, tofu, chevre and fresh ginger

			it looks and smells delicious.

			‘We’re not going to be able to keep eating like this

			we should enjoy the luxury while we have it.’

			Gryph looks up at me, storms rumbling in the middle distance.

			‘This kind of food is heavy, it takes up a lot of space, 

			we won’t be able to find fresh organic produce everywhere we go 

			and if people offer to feed us we can’t be picky.

			I bet you’ll be eating Spam by the end of the ride.’

			Gryph’s eyes go hard, her face tight

			“I will never be eating Spam.”

			
Jostled awake, I hold my breath, listening - 

			all summer I’ve slept in a canvas tent near this same river 

			but these woods are Loud!     

			

			crickets and frogs and owls  

			insects and birds I’m sure I’ve never heard before

			creatures of the witching hours

			the moon has risen, three days past full

			inside the purple and white pyramid tent it’s slightly luminous

			Gryph’s hand moves, restless against my shoulder 

			she is asleep, dreaming under her green wool blanket.

			
The horses have been mostly quiet since the sun went down

			sleeping off their afternoon stroll and 2 hour graze

			but now they are awake, shifting and grumbling

			wondering why they’re tied to trees in the dark forest

			tied to high branches (for safety)

			on ropes long enough for their noses to touch the ground

			to lip up the green pellets of their dinner rations

			to lie down to sleep if they want to

			enough rope to hang themselves.

			I go out to check on them, empty my bladder.

			
‘Mr. James - are you ok?’ I speak softly into the night

			he nickers back, matching my tone

			‘Finehorn?  How about you?’

			she nickers in turn, a lower voice

			‘and Vaca Suerte?  Are you glad you joined the herd?’

			A snort from that direction

			‘Good night ponies, get some sleep, we’ve miles to go in the morning.’
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I suffer from too many storybooks.
Embarking on a Grand Adventure

			

			Setting Forth to Explore an Unknown Land
Traveling with my Boon Companion and Three Magical Beasts
I expect that it will be fun. 

			
We both do - imagine ourselves

			riding through beautiful landscapes 

			evenings round a campfire

			facing daily challenges with wit and solidarity 

			singing in sweet harmony 
laughter and leather and plenty of time 

			to read, to write, to draw, to dream…

			
I look back over my right shoulder

			Finehorn’s packs are tilting, listing to starboard

			I look ahead, my right palm throbbing in my glove

			I am failing the daily challenge 

			without Sophia’s help I lack sufficient wit to balance the packs

			Gryph and Vaca Suerte circle back towards me

			‘Can you have a look from the back?

			Are they getting worse?’

			“Yeah, pretty bad, we need to stop again.”

			I half groan, half roar, Jesse flicks his ears back at me

			‘This is the fourth time today, this obviously isn’t working,

			if we’re going to stop again we need to start from scratch

			and it’s already after 4:00.  Maybe we can make it to camp?’

			
Gryph looks doubtful, but Finehorn isn’t complaining

			she’s more worried about filling her belly

			grabbing at grass, tugging my palm, pissing me off

			but absolutely solid about carrying the gear

			standing square and patient as we pack and repack

			unconcerned when we throw the mantee over the whole mess

			mindful of her wide load, avoiding snags and branches

			

			she grabs for another bit of vegetation

			‘FINEHORN!’ 

			
Gryph rides ahead, comes back with news of a perfect camp 

			leads us down a dry rutted mud road to a grassy meadow

			nestled into a deep curve of the river

			a wooden sign says Cape Horn, black letters burned in by hand

			a stone fire ring, plenty of dead wood down nearby

			- like an invitation to an unearned paradise

			the river sings over the rocks and we dismount.

			Working one on each side we strip Finehorn first

			her golden dun back dark with sweat beneath the saddle

			we rough up her fur with our fingers and turn her loose to roll 

			untack the other two, start gathering wood, setting up camp

			‘I wonder who made that sign?

			Do you think they’ll mind if we stay the night?’

			“There aren’t any signs saying keep out.”

			Gryph cooks the last of the spuds over the campfire.

			I stir quarts of river water with my glowing magic wand

			a light saber to kill anything biological that could make us sick

			it’s very SciFi and fun to play with but I don’t entirely trust it.

			The ponies grab a few mouthfuls of grass, roll, drink from the river

			then drop their heads and start grazing in earnest.
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We wake to misty river, ponies grazing, peaceful dawning

			I yearn to linger, to rest, to savor the exquisite moment 

			Gryph stretches and yawns, wanders down to the river 

			I call after her 

			

			‘Do you want to grab the bear bags while I take down the tent?’

			She looks back at me, slightly annoyed.

			‘Gryph, this isn’t a vacation, the rains are coming

			we only get 12 hours of daylight this time of year 

			by the time we get going in the morning it’s afternoon

			and we have to save some of that daylight for making camp at night

			I’m open to suggestions, division of labor - anything you can think of?’

			Silently, she fetches the bear bags, I break camp

			she cooks, I wash up

			packing is not the best part of the day

			‘Part of the problem is we just have too much stuff.’

			On this one point we are in total agreement.

			We’re riding out at noon today - this is progress!

			
Within a mile we’re repacking Finehorn.

			Another mile and we’re missing a water bottle

			which is also a solar powered lantern, critical gear.

			Gryph stays with the mares, letting them rest 

			Jesse and I trot back to the last stop 

			bright red top, there it is

			on we go, then another tree to saw

			Jesse loses a hoof boot jumping over a log

			Gryph retrieves it for me, Velcro still securely fastened

			a long slog through belly deep water

			repack Finehorn, again

			realize we’re lost, backtrack

			cross the river, again

			and sure enough, another tree down across the trail.

			
Gryph is sawing steadily, silently

			bent at the waist to cut from below

			the tree is a foot in diameter, wider than our saw

			it’s ridiculous that we can’t simply go around the damn tree 

			what kind of crazy ass tangle of stupid steep nonsense forest is this shit?

			

			We’re on a dirt road, wide enough for a vehicle, 

			following a river, which we canoed last April in one day

			we have two maps and we’re managing a whomping 5 miles a day. 

			‘Gryph, 5 hours in the morning is not reasonable.

			
I know I’m freaking out, but darkness comes early and real.

			We’ve got to get better organized, figure this out.’

			Three ponies tied in a row, hips cocked, dozing, slow tail swish.

			‘Maybe it would help if you picked some part of this to take over.

			Something you can do that I don’t even have to think about.

			There’s just too much – I can’t pay attention to everything.’
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			Gryph saws silently, steadily

			she leans over the tree to saw from the far side.

			‘At this rate it’s going to take us 5 days to reach the Ocean

			the permit to cross the Mendocino Redwood land is going to expire

			Moss’s friends are expecting us to stay with them in Ukiah

			there’s no way to let them know because there’s no cell service.’

			Gryph hands me the saw, rolls her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug

			unties her water bottle from Vaca Suerte’s saddle

			“I don’t know what to tell you.”

			I bend to the tree, fit the saw blade into the notch

			hear her swallow, swallow, screw the lid back on

			the sky starts to spit occasional tiny cold drops

			I push too hard and the saw binds

			try again.

			

A small clearing in the forest, a moment of afternoon sunshine

			Jesse and Vaca Suerte are grazing 

			Finehorn stands between us sturdy and square, patient

			probably hoping if she’s really good we’ll maybe get it right this time.

			We’re trying a precise mirror image - swapping left to right 

			if the packs still drift to starboard maybe it’s the saddle

			but either way this is the last repacking of the day.

			I’ve had it - we should be making camp already.

			I toss a piece of painted canvas over Finehorn’s load 

			our mantee is a wizard’s cloak of dragons and butterflies in colored sharpie

			a great strange tree growing faces as its fruit 

			pony pixies and moon faeries and other denizens of Gryphon’s brain

			I tuck my side in around the packs as Gryph tucks her side in

			I toss the cinch over Finehorn’s back 

			harder than I’d meant, an extension of my mood

			I hear the metal cinch ring buckle strike Gryph’s cheek

			guilt and shame flood my face

			I’m such an idiot, careless, stupid

			

			like this was somehow subliminally on purpose, I brace myself

			but Gryph just looks at me, silent, no vibe

			- makes sure I’m paying attention now

			passes the cinch under Finehorn’s belly back to me.

			
A fallen tree extends out into the river

			we wade around it, Jesse James on tip toe, straining

			Finehorn swimming, snorting, determined.

			
Twilight - we’ve waited too long to find a camp 
all five of us frustrated and exhausted 

			nothing looks good 
no graze for the ponies 
no soft level place for our tent 
darkness encroaching and poor judgement.

			
“This could work.” Gryph says

			‘Yeah… I guess. That spot back there was better.’

			Gryph takes a deep breath, looks at me bleak eyed, shakes her head.

			‘I just want to go check. Look, you stay here with the mares

			it’s less than a quarter mile, I’ll be right back.

			This is just all rocky and slanted and cramped.

			I think we can do better.’

			
The moment we disappear from sight 
all hell breaks loose and coming up behind me 
eight bare hooves scattering river rocks round, clattering hollow galloping 
the pair of mares drown the river sounds in their stampede 
catch Jesse up in their wake 
the herd making clear 
that I am (barely) along for the ride

careening along in half-darkness 
flying over shifting round rocks 
Jesse James absolutely out of my control 
up ahead everything we need for survival 
bouncing and twisting away from me 

			on two loose horses running away  
silver and gold 
running back towards the last place they’d called home 
my reins and voice ineffective against herd instinct 
and built up tension 
the tent flies off Finehorn

			
I don’t enjoy galloping under any circumstances 
maybe this is the moment to do an emergency dismount 
- try to get control of Jesse from the ground 
(I practiced this at the trot in an arena 35 years ago)
death grip on the reins 
free my feet from the stirrups 
brace on his withers and swing - - - 
I land OK 
both feet bouncing and two 
steps of run before 
I land wrong 
trip and fall 
cling to the reins like they are the only thing between 
me and a long cold hungry night in the wilderness
200 pounds dragging from his head

			Jesse slows 
and stops. 

The mares, meanwhile
have come to an effective road block 
- a large tree fallen down the bank and half into the river.
I cursed this very tree less than an hour ago

			when we’d had to work our way around it through the swirling water

			- it’s a blessing now and no mistake.

			

			
Herd instinct works in my favor this time
the mares are heading back towards us

			when Jesse and I catch up with them at last.
They’ve run as far as the camp spot I’d wanted to look at.
Of course it isn’t any better than the one downstream.
I lead three horses back towards Gryph 
who is coming towards us picking up the tent 
and Vaca Suerte’s saddle pad 
lost along the way 

			it seems improbable that a saddle pad can work its way out 
from under a securely cinched saddle 
but there it is.

My ribs are bruised, breathing tight 
my right shoulder, arm and wrist hurt, a lot 
that’s the arm that leads Finehorn 
and I already have a rope burn on that palm.

			I snap at Gryph 

			‘The mares ran away because they don’t trust you.’

			I know I am twisting the truth, the knife, the narrative

			the horses don’t recognize the humans as part of the herd

			the same way Jesse just stampeded with the mares

			rather than listening to me

			the herd is their security, not either of us

			but now Gryph’s gone far inside herself, silent.

			I’m too scared and sore and angry to sympathize 

			the rush of adrenaline is wearing off – I’m shaky

			it’s getting cold

			this whole thing is just too precarious

			rocks shifting underfoot limping back to camp

			green horses, inexperienced partner

			pressures of winter rains coming and not enough money 

			

			blind stumblings through the vast unknowns 
we have yet to make camp - or dinner 
and now it’s dark.

			
The horses are untacked and tied to trees.

			The tent is set up.

			Gryph is sitting on the ground

			arms wrapped around her knees, head down

			‘Have you had any thoughts about dinner?’

			Silence.

			‘Gryph.  Dinner?’

			She mutters something about trail mix.

There are parts of me that only come out after dark 
tired and sore and grumpy and scared aren’t excuses 
it’s like I become someone 
even my own shadow 
can’t stand to bear witness to
beating back the fear by becoming 
THE BIGGEST LOUDEST SCARIEST UGLIEST THING AROUND!!! 

			
I don’t care that Gryph is also 

			tired and sore and grumpy and scared 
stuck in the wilderness with three green horses and a Psycho.

			I don’t care if she’s mad at me or absolutely freaking out.
‘Gryph, I can’t carry this whole thing alone.

			It’s too much.

			There has to be something you can take charge of.

			Just one thing that I don’t have to think about - please.

			Pick something.’

			Silence.

			I can’t negotiate with Silence.

			‘How about you take over as cook and quartermaster then?

			You know how to do that.  And I’ll do the dishes.’

			

			
And so she makes dinner

			- which tastes like mud in my unapologetic mouth.
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But that was last night 
and now it’s a brand new day.

			
I pass the cinch carefully over the packs to Gryph 

			she returns it under Finehorn’s belly

			I twist the twin ropes atop the pack

			we start to weave the diamond hitch

			passing the rope back and forth 

			we’re starting to find the rhythm, the pattern, the grace - until

			Vaca Suerte, already saddled, tied to a tree, pulls back, flailing

			fighting the rope, the tree, the river bank, herself

			breaks several branches, rips off part of her saddle

			sand flying, an explosion of leaves, she tears herself free

			strolls over to a bunch of river grass and calmly starts to graze

			Jesse James and Finehorn look on in mild disbelief.

			
The two of them are doing well with the traveling and tethering 
adapting to our new life 
faster than Gryph or I.
Vaca Suerte is just seriously not into camping
or being saddled and left tied to a tree.

The mid-day trail is blocked by trees and deep water 

			more sawing than we could do in a week.

			For a frantic hour we search for a way across, around or through 

			

			Jesse loses a hundred-dollar boot, it’s gone, probably trapped under water 

			our only way forward is the narrow shoulder of highway 128 
twisty and trafficked 
logging trucks and motorcycles 
Jesse James is soon a sweating train wreck of nerves beneath me
Finehorn tugging towards the flatter footing she’s found 

			out beyond the yellow line 

			it’s tug-of-war meets chicken and she’s not scared 

			but she’s scaring me – should I dismount?

			Leading the two of them doesn’t feel any safer.

			My frustration isn’t helping Jesse, I’m not sure what to do

			
But Vaca Suerte got something out of her system this morning

			or maybe this isn’t the sort of thing that bothers her
because she and Gryph lead the way along that fearsome road

			making the gauntlet look like a cake walk  
a calm and steady tail to follow 
doing more for Jesse’s state of mind than I ever could

until finally we can follow the trail away from the road 
slip back in through willows and conifers 
an easy shallow ford across the Navarro 
engine and tire sounds fade with their stress into background.

			
The anxiety about where to camp gnaws at me all afternoon
- it’s already almost 5 o’clock.

			We’ve passed a few places about as suitable as last night
ridden on because the ponies need better grazing 
ridden on because hope springs infernal 
ridden on because indecision is a bitch 
ridden on while freaking out 

			because night is coming 
because evening two proved there’s paradise on earth 
because we can’t see anywhere to stop 
we ride on in a paralysis of motion 

			(we do not want a repeat of last night)
until finally one of us calls out a lariat 
aiming for a fence post to stop our flight 
‘If we don’t find anything by 5 we’ll turn back to the last one.’ 
Agreed. 

Precisely at 5:00
Gryph says

			“Look”

			like she doesn’t want to scare the faeries 
and there 
in the middle of the trail ahead 
centered on a grassy carpet in a bright tunnel of green 
is a rabbit 
this summer’s baby looks at us calmly 
across a mild mid-October evening 
turns and leads us down the overgrown trail 

			so naturally 

			we follow...

			
children in a fairy tale 
ducking low under moss covered branches 
squeezing through thick brush and into evening 
until the trail widens again and we can see 

signs of humans scattered like bread crumbs 
a funky wee house patched together from scraps of wood and tin 
an Airstream and a portaloo 
a grove of poplars like a banquet hall 
with a long picnic table and a floor of lush mown grass 
a dusty dark blue F-150, a sparkling bright red beetle 
a picket-fenced garden next to a log cabin 
both tidily tucked in for winter 
an ancient Clover Dairy truck painted with a cow 
Outstanding in Her Field 


			we ride in eerie silence past
a dome house, a hoop house, a two story with balconies 
quaint vacation cottages and a right leaning mobile home 
all strewn loosely along a sandy road
we’ve tumbled down a rabbit hole 

			into a fascinating community 
with No People
Anywhere. 

We ride to the end of the settlement 
back again calling, “Hello?” 
time lost to the curiousness 
voices lost to the trees 
- finding Nobody. 

			
‘Is this a little creepy?  What’s going on?’

			“The end of the world happened while we were out in the woods?”

			‘It’s going to get dark soon, what do you think?’

			“This looks like a good pasture, it’s just missing a gate.”

			‘We can make a gate from rope, and look, a goat shed, we have shelter!’

			“I think we should trust the rabbit.”

			
The ponies roll and graze and snort and shake themselves

			Gryph lays the wizards cloak down like a picnic blanket

			gets out the camp stove, opens the bear bags

			I head up the road with the two canvas water buckets

			walk up to the tidiest white cottage along the sandy road

			unlatch the gate and slip inside the fenced and manicured yard

			hang the first olive drab bucket on the spout, pump slow and steady

			one, two, three, four - and Yes!  

			

			water trickles into the bucket

			swells to a stream - the buckets fill quickly

			which is good because once they’re full I can’t set them down

			and it’s a long quarter mile up the sandy road

			I let the ground take the weight for a minute

			bent over to keep them from spilling, catch my breath.

			Three gallons each is 24, almost 50 pounds of water.

			I stand again, counting my steps

			(this is really only enough for one of the horses)

			I rest, stand, walk 50 steps, bend to rest again

			at this rate I’m going to be home after dark and late for dinner.

			
Gryph comes running to rescue me, takes a turn carrying

			I take deep breaths, roll my shoulders

			watch her trudge that water
finally get enough oxygen back to my brain to realize  
that it makes a lot more sense to bring the ponies to water 
than tote water to the ponies. 

			
It’s dark enough that moving on would be a nightmare 
when the white pick-up truck stops by the gate.
Gryph and I are sitting on the ground eating dinner 
camp is set up and the ponies are grazing contentedly 
we are blatantly trespassing and settled in for the night 
this is not the time to act sneaky or weird.

			
Heart in my throat and stomach in knots 
I jump to my feet and stride confidently toward the gate 
smiling and friendly and non-threatening 
like this is the most normal thing in the world.
I try to project relief and gratitude towards the driver 
hiding my more honest cringing anxiety
and when he rolls down the window I start pouring words
‘Oh man, am I glad to see You! We looked all over and couldn’t find anybody 
it was getting a little spooky - do you happen to know who owns this pasture?’

			“I do.” And he smiles.

			Adam - 
the first man 
the first landholder of the Journey 

			the litmus test of possibility
because we can’t stay in “the Wilderness” all the time
we will have to stop somewhere with the ponies 
every night 
like tonight 
hopefully here.
I tell Adam our story
‘We spent the summer working in Philo - 

			now we’re riding home to the East Coast on horseback  

			and since we were only 20 miles from the West Coast 
decided to make it an “Ocean to Ocean” ride -
we’re hoping to dip hooves in the Pacific tomorrow. 
We’ve been camping out along the river the past three nights
but then we found your empty pasture as evening was coming on 
(which, since one of our horses doesn’t tether, felt like a miracle) 

			we couldn’t find anybody to ask permission 
but we’d really appreciate it if you’ll forgive our trespasses 
and allow us to stay the night? 

			We’ll be gone in the morning.’

Adam is amazingly relaxed about the whole thing, like this is normal.
His young daughter is strapped into a car seat beside him watching Toy Story.

			“You’re only a mile from the Ocean, that all sounds so cool

			you’re welcome to be here, do you have everything you need?” 

			

			
‘Yes, we’re fine, thank you, we try to be fairly self-sufficient.

			Wow - Thank you for being cool about finding us on your land

			thank you for letting us stay here, you have no idea, thank you!’

			Adam smiles and waves, “Have a good night!” then drives off
leaving Gryph and me giddy with relief 
grinning as we finish dinner
‘He didn’t chase us away - or call the cops!

			This whole crazy idea might just work after all!’

			
We lay the blue tarp down on the dust of decomposed dung

			our two bedrolls completely fill the one stall of the old goat shed.
It’s easier than setting up the tent and no less shelter

			but there’s a board missing from the wall right by my head.

			As it gets dark I realize there is absolutely no way

			I am going to sleep

			next to that hole.

			I try to be rational about this, calm and logical

			because really, what am I afraid of?

			
What am I Afraid of?!

			I am afraid of Everything

			and the moment I let my guard down

			It’s All Coming Through That Hole!

			
I tug one of the saddle pads out from under my bedroll

			and cover up that hole.

			I know it’s silly - but it helps.

			
Tomorrow we reach the first ocean.

			Tomorrow the Journey begins.

			We’ll count all this as dress rehearsal.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO
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			In Which We Discover we are Outlaws

			
Long sleeve shirts this morning in anticipation of blustery weather

			at noon we cross our first paved road in days

			finally catch sight of the lonely Pacific

			tourist season is over, we’re not expecting people

			but neither of us could have imagined

			the long official-looking orange-and-white-striped sawhorse 

			blocking our passage

			
CLOSED DUE TO FLOODING

			
‘It’s taken us 5 days to get here and the Ocean is Closed!?’

			Gryph cocks her head at me

			“What does that even mean?  You can’t close an Ocean.”

			‘And for Flooding?  Isn’t an excess of wetness the whole point?’

			“Besides, who decides they have the authority to close the Ocean?”

			‘Well, maybe they just mean the road?’

			“And tourists in vehicles?”

			Vaca Suerte tosses her head, Jesse James stomps, impatient.

			‘Surely not the sort of thing that would apply to Adventurers on Horseback’ 

			Gryph lowers her hat brim, gives a wicked sideways glance

			“Or Outlaws, for that matter.”

			‘Well, if you’re going to put it that way,’ I laugh

			‘Shall we proceed?’

			
Careful not to snag Finehorn’s wide load on the barricade

			we splash down the sandy road

			through standing water knee deep on the ponies 

			

			blue sky piled high with a jumble of clouds 

			we pass Captain Fletcher’s big old dilapidated wooden once-an-Inn

			picnic tables chained to concrete pads beside the parking lot.

			
seagulls wheel over the log strewn shore

			a single pelican rides the waves

			a lone fisherman his skiff

			
The ponies are edgy and light on their feet in the wind

			leery of the ocean and the monsters that hide there.

			In Jesse’s dimension there is an invisible wall

			a force field stretching parallel to the shore at 30’ inland

			it is physically impossible for him to cross it

			either that, or he’s a mime of epic skill.

			
He and Finehorn stare out at the water stretching to the far horizon

			murky, moving, undrinkable and unknown

			they exchange worried glances, concerned about my mental health

			there is obviously no point moving in that direction

			they are taking care of me, keeping me safe

			they are not going to walk into that ocean.

			
Gryph and Vaca Suerte drift away

			tacking up the beach 

			ethereal and light

			a kite with a gossamer string 

			closer to the water but not going in.

			
Now that we’re here I feel silly

			because what was I thinking?

			what does it really matter?

			20 extra miles of bushwhack in a Journey of 5,000

			for vanity?  symbolism?  a better story?

			

			like leaving on Columbus Day - to rediscover America

			which isn’t even a good joke - why do I do these things?

			
More questions than answers, the story of my life

			but it feels incredibly important

			(if that story is to continue here on Earth)

			to dip hooves into the Pacific

			to ride Mr. James all the way across the continent

			to reach the Atlantic on the other side.

			
I respect the ponies’ choice about hooves in the ocean

			but I still feel the strange human need to do something meaningful

			some ritual act or offering or recognition or prayer

			which hasn’t occurred to me until this moment.

			
I have a mood ring circled with silver dolphins 

			given to me by a friend when I left Vieques

			the stone sulled up forever when I wore it washing dishes

			now I pull it off my finger and throw it into the water

			thinking it might meet me on the other side

			tell me what mood I was in today…

			

On the way out we encounter a tourist, stopped by the barricade

			he steps from his silver sedan 

			“Is it really closed?”

			‘The road is under water, but you could walk in.’

			He looks down at his spotless city shoes and shrugs.

			I hand him my camera with a smile, ‘Would you mind?’

			Distracted and polite, he points the camera at us

			presses the silver button once

			hands it back.
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			As he drives away I glance down at the camera screen

			it is a revealing sort of photograph - a bit embarrassing, really

			we do not look like an expedition capable of crossing a continent

			we do not look like a group even considering such a feat.

			Vaca Suerte is walking out of the frame to the left

			Gryph is gathering her reins, caught mid-word under her fedora

			black leather trousers and a tribal patterned black/white/red shirt

			that my mom found on sale at a posh shop in the mall years ago

			all of the ponies are wet up to their chests

			although it’s hard to know if that’s from nerves or water

			Finehorn’s pack is tilting to the left and her eyes are closed

			Jesse looks worried, my dorky little orange horse

			standing there in 4 white knee-socks

			big wide blaze sliding across his face

			

			his bosal is a little crooked, as is his Rhydr

			it’s obvious in the photograph I don’t believe in myself

			but we’re posing - putting a brave face on it

			because that’s what one is supposed to do on these occasions.
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At Paul Dimmick Campground 

			we find a camp spot with trees for the ponies

			I walk up to the booth to register

			“How many vehicles?”

			‘Zero’

			The park ranger looks up. “Bicycles?”

			‘Horses, actually, we’re riding across the United States.’

			“Well, the charge is per vehicle, so I guess you’re in free!”

			
The familiar white Outback pulls in slowly

			parks next to the picnic table

			the beautiful man who unfolds himself from the driver’s seat

			the man I lived and loved and traveled with for the past year

			the man I wanted to share a life and so many adventures with 

			the man I ached and cried and was a fool for

			- this man looks like a stranger

			Lance moves awkwardly, his face looks wrong

			his hug smells strongly of Civilization

			he’s brought oats for the ponies, fuel for the stove and raisins

			“How’s it been going?  are you having fun?”

			
Fun?

			already we are in another world and can’t explain 

			I say thank you, we hug good-bye

			as his arms wrap around me for the last time

			

			as the enormity of it all comes crashing through

			how big and strong I need to be to do this

			how much bigger and stronger he is

			I cling to him, desperate like drowning

			every cell in my body frantic to feel small and protected

			one last moment held within the illusion of safety, security, love

			but he gently disengages

			turns away

			there is nothing left to cling to.

			
Gryph has been down by the river with Vaca Suerte and the camera

			as the Subaru pulls out, she returns to show me 

			a ghost horse, grazing under water 

			a spirit creature inverted peering up through the surface 

			elongated legs and a tadpole eye

			images surreal, sublime

			- I can barely focus my eyes.

			
It’s almost dark when Moss arrives in his ancient BMW

			our Dionysis of the apple, he’s bought hard cider

			his mop of curls and cherub face ruddy in the firelight

			more cheerful than I’m feeling

			I tell myself it’s really Gryph he’s here to see 

			or the expedition at large

			or I’m just restless and strange.

			
I walk over to talk to Mr. James

			but he’s not having it

			despite two hours of grazing this afternoon plus apples and oats

			he’s resenting the tether after the freedom of last night’s pasture

			tonight he’s on dry sand, tied high to a tree

			he can lie down, stand up, turn around, stretch

			he’s not hungry or thirsty or uncomfortable

			but he can’t stroll down to the river on a whim

			

			and he’s giving me the stiff neck, averted gaze, deliberate 

			snubbing he figures I deserve.

			
‘Cut me some slack, Mr. James – this whole thing was your idea

			did you think every night was going to be a free range buffet?’

			he moves as far from me as he can on his rope

			I take the hint, return to the tent, find my headlamp

			crawl into my bedroll, open my journal, somehow it’s 10:30 already.
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A year ago that beautiful man and I...

			imagine us then in the very same Subaru

			he is driving 

			down the mountain from Rollins Pass 

			in the heady first rush of falling 

			- together -

			in love with ourselves, each other, passion, potential, life

			do we know?  does it matter?  

			in love with questions most of all

			I whisper in his ear

			‘You’re about to lose one: brakes or steering, choose!’

			his long fingers tighten on the wheel

			“Brakes!” he laughs, white teeth flashing

			lifts his foot for the adrenaline

			suspension of disbelief

			I feel him harden under my hand

			forget I am too old for this nonsense

			forget all the reasons why not.

			
Spring brings different questions  

			we are in the betweens

			

			living in a commune in California in a sailboat on stilts

			which isn’t so different from a tract house on a cul-de-sac

			and nowhere we want to stay.

			Discussing book jacket philosophies while weeding kale 

			he asks me

			“If money were no object, what would you most like to do?” 

			The answer bypasses my brain

			falls straight out of my mouth

			‘I’d get a job as a trail guide

			spend the summer riding horses someplace really beautiful

			I loved that work and I really miss having horses in my life!’

			No time or space for the litany of reasons and excuses

			he simply says: 

			“So do it!”

			 
Within a month I’ve got a trail guide job at Highland Ranch.

			Gryph is at the Apple Farm a few miles away, they’re hiring

			Lance signs on as a farm intern

			which doesn’t pay much but sorts us into a place to stay

			- we load up the Subaru and move to Philo.

			
My supervisor lets me know that the only reason I’ve gotten the job

			is because they couldn’t find anybody else

			I know I’m better than that

			let them think what they want

			this is exactly the job I want and I’m keeping it.

			 
I ride hours every day

			learning the horses, the trails

			getting everybody back in shape before the summer tourist season

			my own body most of all

			I drive the Subaru down the twisting mountain road at dusk

			pry myself out of the driver’s seat, hobble, bent and aching

			to the tent and outdoor kitchen I now call home

			

			cold beer around the campfire, Gryph teases

			“Mz Rhydr, I do believe you might be turning into a redneck”

			I scratch my balls, belch, fall asleep

			get up the next day and do it all again.

			
There’s one horse I haven’t ridden

			a flashy little sorrel gelding named Jesse James

			nobody has ridden him in a year and a half  

			he has a reputation of being an outlaw

			bucking and rearing and bolting and pretty much useless

			he’s slated to be sold

			the most likely scenario an auction, a gavel

			and a long, crowded trailer ride

			to a slaughterhouse in Mexico or Canada

			even well-behaved horses are finding themselves homeless these days

			I push for weeks to be allowed to work with him

			not sure which of us I’m demanding be given an honest chance

			my supervisor hands me another liability release form to sign.

			 
I groom and saddle Jesse, lead him to the round pen.

			He’s nervous, his eyes big and worried

			his whole body tense

			- fight or flight

			- whatever it takes

			- he’s ready

			
I expect a big dance as I try to mount him

			but he doesn’t move a hoof

			doesn’t move a muscle

			I settle gently into the saddle

			realize he’s trembling

			I scarcely dare breathe

			sit as still as I can

			

			wait for him to explode

			wonder what I was thinking

			getting on this crazy horse.

			 
He doesn’t move.

			I don’t move.

			 
I haven’t been around horses much in the past eighteen years

			but I was around them pretty much full time until then

			and I know what happens when middle aged women

			forget that the passing of decades has consequences

			- especially decades with no horses in them 

			I have called ambulances for these situations

			and we’re a long way on very twisty roads

			from any sort of hospital or medical assistance

			- I don’t have health insurance.

			
He doesn’t move.

			I don’t move.

			 
Long minutes

			both of us wait for the other

			to do something drastic.

			 
Finally

			slowly

			like he’s making sure I know he’s just reaching for his wallet

			he turns his head

			just a little

			just enough to look back at me

			over his right shoulder

			with one huge, dark eye

			eyebrow wrinkled

			

			asking 

			“What?”
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			 I look back at him

			finally realize

			he’s been standing there

			terrified into immobility

			just as scared as I am

			
‘I don’t know - 

			do you think we could maybe both relax a little bit?

			is that safe?’

			

			 
I reach forward slowly

			scratch his mane gently

			just in front of the saddle

			where I don’t have to shift my weight to reach

			 
his eye relaxes a little bit

			he faces forward again

			tremors subside

			another long minute

			he takes a deep breath

			lets it out

			- suddenly he feels more like a horse under me

			- less like a keg of dynamite and I’m the spark

			 
I should have thought of that myself

			but at least I can take a hint -

			I take a deep breath

			let it out

			and ask, aloud, in English

			‘can we try walking around a little bit?’

			 
He takes one step.

			Stops.

			I scratch his neck again

			‘That wasn’t too bad, was it?

			Want to try again?’

			 
He moves forward

			takes a few steps

			I feel him tense under me, start to quicken

			‘Shhhhh.  We’re ok.  Let’s just stick to a walk today, alright?’

			I gently gather up the reins of the bosal

			his nose goes up, hard, scared

			

			I give with my hands, not looking for a fight

			he drops to a walk and softens.

			 
We walk around within the 30 foot circle

			turn right and left

			stop and start

			every moment on high alert

			trying not to scare each other 

			10 minutes of this and we’re both wet with sweat

			I dismount and lead him back to the barn

			- feeling optimistic.

			From then on Jesse James is watching me

			he doesn’t say much

			doesn’t come over asking for attention

			but he’s singled me out

			and every time I notice him, even out in pasture

			those big dark eyes are watching me.

			 Day two is a repeat of day one

			minus the 5 minutes of frozen terror

			and by the end of 20 minutes

			I feel confident enough to ride him

			the short distance back to the barn

			he manages it on a loose rein and looking relaxed

			my supervisor comes around the corner of the barn

			- and looks shocked.

			 
The rest of the week we stay in the big arena (instructions from the boss)

			to gain confidence and work on our communication

			but the arena puts Jesse uptight

			- he’s had some bad experiences in there.

			 
The way I heard the story

			the trail guide who’d ridden him before me was an ex-bull rider 

			a short man in his 50s who used Jesse James as his chick magnet

			

			big sharp flashy spurs and a harsh curb bit

			he “encouraged” Jesse to dance and prance and act up

			harassing him into bucking and rearing and acting stupid

			so he could impress daft tourist ladies with his ability to stay on top

			- that’s what Jesse is expecting every time we go into the arena.

			 
Familiarity with all of the trails is part of the job description

			and I’m no big fan of the arena myself

			time to get brave and head out exploring

			past the guest cabins and through the pasture gate

			we turn to parallel the barbed-wire fence on a dirt trail

			 
suddenly Jesse spooks and bolts

			 
- almost loses me

			I grab mane as he runs

			gradually get him settled down to a walk

			we’re both trembling, breathing hard

			his shoulder slick with sweat under my hand

			I have no idea what scared him

			or if was just a need to release

			some of the pent-up tension through motion

			but I know he felt me almost fall off.

			 
Every time after that, when he needs to bolt

			he gives me a split-second warning:

			a frozen moment which gives me time

			to grab mane and get centered.

			 
He still bolts
there’s nothing for it sometimes

			he can’t quite always control himself yet

			but he is taking care of me in the process

			- I decide to trust that.

			

			
I get permission to use Jesse as my commuter pony

			saddle up each morning just before dawn

			ride out through flowering apple orchards

			follow the Navarro River

			crystal clear water over smooth, fist-sized rocks

			a heron rises with the fog

			minnows and dragonflies

			the sun rises slowly as we trot through Hendy Woods 

			weave through the Redwoods, jump two logs

			hoof beats muffled by pine needles

			a woodpecker rattles, we gallop up the steep hill

			follow the fire road past the blackberry brambles

			Jesse cranes his neck to see around the curve ahead

			ever alert for potential hazards

			another brief gallop up the last steep hill

			a long traverse across the high pasture to the barn.

			 
Punch the clock

			bring in the herd

			feed

			groom

			saddle

			the rhythms I’ve known and loved since childhood

			the sound of flat teeth grinding morning grain and hay

			the smell of warm horses and mountain air

			and all the time now:

			Jesse James is watching me.
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			“Darlin’, I’m afraid I’ve done you wrong.”
Lance is leaning against one of the support poles of the outdoor kitchen

			hands in his pockets, long legs crossed, head cocked, casual

			tall, dark and handsome, drawling like a cowboy in a B Movie

			as the air sucks out of the darkening sky

			and everyone freezes in place

			Gryph washing dishes

			Moss reaching for a book

			Fox adding another log to the fire

			me leaning in for a hug and a kiss

			I drop my arms, face aflame in shame, anger, pain, fear, shock

			hear his voice through a wall of denial 

			“I haven’t slept with anyone else

			but I woke up this morning and realized I’m not in love with you.” 

			
That messes me up.

			
Committed to a job I love

			a reasonably affordable living situation with my friends

			close enough to work that I can commute on horseback

			no vehicle, very little money

			on the wrong side of the country

			in terms of family, friends, connections 

			I try to find another living situation and fail

			he doesn’t hate me - won’t kick me out of my whole life

			agrees to share the tent and bed for the rest of the summer

			- but after that, he no longer wants me around.

			 
The Apple Farm is a 35 acre fishbowl

			there is no privacy, nowhere to hide

			no one here within a decade of my age

			Gryph and I can’t remember how to be friends 

			a reality-TV redhead
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