A Day At The Races

My girlfriend is so thoughtful sometimes it makes me sick. She has a flair, no, a penchant, for saying just the right thing to someone or suggesting just the right thing to do for someone that would be so emotionally touching that the person, even upon hearing the suggestion, will spontaneously burst into tears. Yes, she has a real way about her. 

Such was the case when we were lying in bed one night; her with her laptop and me with my stories and she suggested something to me that nearly induced a seizure, my eyes were rolling so far to the back of my head, something as simple as, “Why don’t we take your mom horseback riding for her birthday?”


“Aauhhh….” Was all I could say. Of course we should do that. It was a perfect suggestion. Of course my mom would love that. She has a long and fabled history with horses. When I was four we owned a horse named Georgie. We lived in a trailer in Earlton. My father built a corral with his bare hands. I had a pony. Both escaped during a vicious tempest. She would even take me to Pennsylvania to go riding for summer vacations. Once we stayed at a dude ranch. That was before the Dark Times and the beatings. Being estranged from my mom has not been an easy road and I don’t know when my own mother’s birthday is. Still, Molly and I both knew that when she said it, I should have been the one saying it. Damn it.


I consider myself somewhat athletic. 1 to 10 about a 7, maybe even an 8 on my better days and try to take advantage of the colossal green splendor on our corner that is Prospect Park as often as I can. I go running every other day or so and I bicycle around the main track in the park when possible, dodging cars when necessary. I see evidence of horses and sometimes I actually see horses.  


We recently discovered Kensington Stables about four blocks from our house where for twenty five dollars an hour, you can rent a horse and go on a private tour through the quiet recesses of the park. $75.00 for the three of us? I could swing that. Molly called and made an appointment for 3 at 11: 30 at the stable. 


When I first called my mom and let her know that we were thinking of taking her horseback riding she was thrilled to hear about it. When I called her back to confirm the appointment with her, she was less thrilled. She told me how she couldn’t make it that early and how she wouldn’t get out of church until after 1:30 and asked me if I could make it for later around 2 o’clock which I did. We were all set.

 
The morning of her birthday she called me to say maybe it would be better to go to Jamaica Bay Riding Academy since it was closer than going all the way to Park Slope. The Stables are four blocks from my house. I could pass out and fall down through my doorway and down my stoop and be closer to them than to Jamaica Bay. Exit 13 off the Belt Parkway. Does it sound closer? My mom kept coaxing me, “They let you run with the horses at Jamaica Bay. Yeah, I’d really like to run the horses.” 

Once I heard that I knew the idea of going to the park was out. She’d never be satisfied with a slow sojourn near the babbling brook while the birds chirped when what she really wanted was to have her hair spritzed by surf spray while the seagulls shrieked. I quickly resigned. 


“I’ll call Jamaica Bay and set everything up. I’ll pick you up at 1:30, OK?” 


$135.00 later I’m asking “Do you have a straw and a lid?” just before reading a handwritten block letter sign saying “NO STRAWS-NO LIDS” I took the open cup of Diet Coke over to my mom as we waited for our turn to run the horses.


A smelly, disheveled homeless man with a pack of Marlboro’s stuffed down in the front of his waist band approached me as I strolled around the “Food Court” area of the “Academy” taking pictures of the dusty brown wrought iron chandelier and the matching sconce beside an old framed black and white photo of a man riding a horse off of a very high elevated platform and diving into what I assume was a bucket of water. Where they were headed wasn’t shown on the photograph but it seemed dangerous and for a moment I felt fear. I thought he was going to ask me for a quarter. Instead he asked me “Are you John? Is all your party here?” “Yeah…”My nostrils burned as he said “I’ll be your guide.”

 
After asking each of us how many times and more importantly, how recently we’d been on a horse, “Hank” determined we should all get the gentlest horses that the stable could afford. Molly rode “Sombrero” who I think was really named “Sombero” because he was so sleepy. I sat atop “Striker” which did sound a little too dangerous for my blood. I noticed he was wearing a bite guard which looked like a little basket on the end of his face. My mom, the old pro, rode “Blaze”.


Just past the sign that says “Enjoy Your Ride, Tip Your Guide.” Out in the center of the corral, there is a wide, wooden, flat-topped stairway, about four steps high that each rider climbs. The stable hands bring a horse over and hold them in place while each rider mounts their steed. 

While we were waiting for the horses to be brought out of their pens, my mom said how she would have to take off her necklace before she gets on the horse. I could see someone opening the pens in the shadows a few lenghts down, I told my mom now was the time to do it. “No, before I get on the horse I’ll do it.”  “Ma, they’re bringing the horses out now. You should take your necklace off now.” “No, okay, I’m gonna wait until they get here.” “Mom, they’re coming right now. Do it now.” “You see this necklace? You know what this is from?” We both looked down and saw the red and white cross. “This is what they wore in the crusades. This is what they wore when they took back the Holy Lands.”  “Ma, the crusades? A lot of people were murdered during the crusades.” Molly said to me “Shh. No, don’t.”  My mom said “What?” I said “Ma, a lot of people were murdered during the crusades and I wouldn’t wear….” “THAT’S BECAUSE THEY DIDN’T BELIEVE IN GOD!!” “Uh, sir? Your horses are ready.” 



I didn’t even see Molly get on her horse and when I looked I saw her waiting at the rope fence, ready to go on our guided tour. The next horse was mine and I boarded with confidence.  Now we were just waiting for my mom. I turned around and saw her standing on top of the platform with 2 horse handlers trying to bring the horse closer to her so she could get on. She was standing at the edge of the platform but still the horse seemed a good two feet away. Miraculously, she mounted and we started our journey. 


Molly took an early lead, Hank followed close behind, I trailed him by a nose and my mom was not too far behind. I didn’t notice the sound at first since I was just becoming accustomed to the different noises on our trip; the blowing wind, the rustling of the reeds, the soft patter of hoofs on the sandy path as we made our way to the beach. But as I slowed down I realized what it was. I looked back to see my mom maniacally stroking her horse’s neck saying “I love you, Blaze. I love you, Blaze. I love you, Blaze. I love you, Blaze.” and giggling autistically in between. ‘Uhm, does anyone else thinks this is strange?’ I was scared shitless and I kicked my feet in to Striker’s belly to catch up with the rest of the group. 

My mom kept asking “When can we run the horses? When can we run the horses.” alternating with “Go! Go! Come on! Go!” the whole while she’s right behind me about 3 feet back. If Blaze had really followed her instructions, he would have ridden right over me and poor Striker, I’d have hoof prints all over my back and my mom would be half way to Atlantis. Luckily he wasn’t a good listener. Thankfully, Hank said “Oh no. We’re not gonna run today, just a gentle ride today. I’ve been doing this for 15 years and not one injury and we’re not gonna start today.” His racial slurs against Russians and Mexicans were set against the backdrop of my mother saying “John, my leg. My leg hurts, but I’ll be okay.” 

Finally the brush clears and the path opens and we get to the beach. The place where we were supposed to get to “run the horses!” I took in the surroundings. The burned out husk of a remote control model airplane that never made it back to base. The half crushed carcasses of dead Horseshoe crabs amidst clumps of washed up seaweed. Seagull turds mixed with horse turds that rose to a palpable tenor. The sounds of wet popping rose from the sand as the glistening rounded backs of abandoned shells met their end under hoof after hoof. I asked my mom how she was doing. She had a worried face and said “My leg hurts. But I’m okay.”


We rode on. I thought of my youth. I used to play around at “The Creek” which is now called the Jamaica Bay Wildlife Preserve on Avenue U and we used to throw dead horseshoe crabs at each other for fun. I was glad those days were behind me. Molly said she was having a great time and I felt somewhat relieved when I heard a commotion of sorts happening just behind me. “Oh no you don’t!” “No!” followed by a horses grunt, some gallops and a neigh. Hank turned around to yell “Pull up! Pull up!” “No!” to my right, (your left) Blaze was wriggling his head and bringing it down to the ground, then his knees folded. He was going down. I thought he was dying. His belly hit the ground and he started to roll. My mom again, miraculously, punted off sideways, ditched into the wet sand in slow motion, with an “Ohf.” 


I looked down and smiled deeply inside with a vengeful satisfaction. “Oh, when are we gonna run the horses, huh? That’s hysterical, you can’t even stay on the fucking horse! How are we gonna run them? You fool. That would never happen to me. I can’t believe you. Happy birthday, you fucking moron! God I hate You!”  The drunk of my own power wore off pretty quickly when I saw she would not be able to get back on the horse with out my help. Blaze must have been 15 hands high if he was a hand, at least according to my sage, old, sand-covered mom. 

I dismounted my horse with an easy grace and went over to my mom and brushed some of the sand off of her. I told her I would give her “a boost.” In the old days, that would be when you interlock you fingers and the other person uses it as a step.  Evidently, now that means grabbing a person by their fat ass and lifting them up while they scream “I can’t! I can’t!” I was telling her to throw her leg over against her repeated protests when I realized I would have to use my arm as a shoehorn to get her girth over the hump of the saddle. Success met with an unspoken acknowledgment that we would never speak of this again.  


Onward, we rode along the water’s edge. The smell of Staten Island across the bay washed over us in waves as the horses entered a quick trot through some shallow rivulets. My mom said “I want to go back. We should go back.” There was terror in her voice. My immediate thought was that we had just started and we’ve been on the beach maybe 5 minutes, let’s keep going but I didn’t say that. “Molly, I wanna go back. I think we should go back” Molly said to Hank and I, “She would be much more comfortable if we went back.” At first Hank resisted saying “It’s not that much further.” but then confirmed with the financier of the entire operation if we should indeed go back. His request met requition. We turned back. I was even more relieved. I really wanted this entire episode to be over. Four abreast, we swung wide to commence our egress. 


Whether it was the salt water or the incessant flies all over his chest that made Striker itchy is unclear but the next thing I knew was that he started rearing his head up and down as I tightened the reins and then more down until he too, fell to his knees and stared keeling over. I bailed out and jumped clear into the algaenated sand-mud after a trifle “easy” to no avail and then “woah.” I’m sure he’d heard it all before. I cleared out from his hoof waving range and we all stopped and watched as Striker proceeded to roll around on his back in the sand like a 900 pound dog. It was quite a sight to see. When his scratching and stretching session was interrupted by Hank yelling at him a little, Striker was ready to be boarded again. I wiped what I could from the saddle and climbed up on top resting my legs against the now sand soaked blankets that lined his saddle.


Defeat rode along side us and on the way back we were all silent except for my mom repeating “Oh no ya don’t! Go! Go! Oh no ya don’t! Go! Go!” over and over again while she whacked the horse in the head with the end of her reins. It was torturous. For all of us. As we rounded the path back to the stable Hank instructed us to go past the path we had come out on and continue on to the right. “The stable is that way! Why are we going this way for?!”  That’s my mom in a nutshell; uninformed, yet knows it all, insistent that she’s being taking advantage of and rude to people who are actually in the know and serving her. It drives me nuts. When we’re at a restaurant, she will actually say “More Soda.” to the waitstaff. I think you get the picture. 

When we got back there was a line of people waiting in line to climb the little stairway to go mount their horses. Hank hopped off his horse and ran inside the stable after saying “why don’t you help your mother off the horse.” So I got off my horse and went over to my mom and said “ Ma, Let me help you down.” My mom, after seeing Hank run off into the stable started yelling, “Hold On! Somebody needs to come here and help me! My son needs to help me off this horse! Someone’s gotta get me off this horse!” I was right by her, although 2 feet lower, saying, “Ma, I’m right here. Stop yelling. Come down off the horse.” “My son’s going to help me off the horse!” Fledgling equestrians with their new riding caps and crops were turning to look as another employee of the Academy came to offer assistance. “Ma, Stop yelling and get off the horse.” “I can’t” “Put your arms around my neck and get off.” I’ll catch you” “Yeah, that’s it. Put your arms round his neck and then just fall into him. He’ll catch you.” “He’s not strong enough.” “Ma, I lift weights. I’m strong enough. I’ll catch you. Now, get off the horse. I got ya.” “You do?” My mom slid off into my arms and I was surprised how light she was as if she were made of nothing but cigarettes and Diet Coke.

As we walked through the darkened indoor trotting area my mom was still yelling. “That horse was big. Next time, I’m getting a pony. Molly, I’m getting a pony.”   

“Shh! Ma, people are trying to ride horses here. Keep it down.” I had to hold her hand, less to show her the way, more to pull to pull her through the area as she was limping slowly and kept on with the outbursts. “Ooow Molly! That’s a paint! That one’s a paint. Huhh, So beautiful….” “Okay, ma. Let’s go.” 


The moment we walked into the cooler, paneled environs that was the food court, she exclaimed “I’ll need a Diet Coke. A Large.”  I went to the counter and the man working there was the same man who had asked the three of us to sign a waiver earlier before our ride. He said “What happened?” I said “Our horse rolled and we fell off.” “She okay?” “Yeah, just a little sandy.” “It’s hot out, you know, and there’s flies everywhere.”  “Yeah, Hank was saying that maybe the horses weren’t sprayed down enough with insect repellent before the ride.” Hank did say that earlier and that would mean that the lack of preparation of the horse for the ride could have led to some serious life threatening injuries. Suddenly, I smelled a lawsuit. “Can I have a Large Diet Coke?” He filled a medium size cup. If it was “on the house” it would be an admission of negligence on their part. I suspected it would be and it was.  When I brought it to my mom she was motioned to the cup with her hands like a classic questioning mafia don. ‘I ask you for a large and you disrespect me by bringing me a medium?’ The medium was quite large for a medium, mind you, so I told her to try it and I would get her another in a minute if she needed it. Isn’t that always the nature of freebies; sort of a rip off even though it’s free? Never as good as something you’ve paid for. When something’s “free” you pay for it with control. You get just a little more control over the situation, when you pay for it, usually. 

“Did you see how that horse tried to buck me? I wouldn’t let him! He kept trying. He was pulling and pulling. But I wouldn’t let him. I kept saying ‘Oh no ya don’t! Go! Go!’ “Ma, I know. We heard you saying it over and over again.” “Did you see how he tried to buck me?”  I washed my hands of the sand and seaweed but couldn’t rid them of the smell of horse leather and cologne. I was getting antsy and really wanted to leave the Riding Academy immediately. I said to my mom, “Can we go?” My mom looked up from her almost finished cup of soda and said, “Thank You, John. I loved it. This was the best birthday ever.” Molly and I looked at each other. 
