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Braving the Perils of Everyday Riding


Bouncing Appaloosas carried little girls around the miniature show ring. From the road I could see the bobbling black sheen of a riding helmet attached to the trunk and limbs of an unsure body trying to withstand the jogging of her painted horse. We continued driving by.


Around 8 o’clock in the morning we stopped in the middle of the field where we always unloaded them; the horses still on my mind (from that first fascination with the electric fences and the neighbors’ steers I couldn’t withstand my innate curiosity about large animals.) This was the time of quiet and easing the truck door closed with a click instead of a CLUNK. Dad released the latch on the tailgate and slid out the aluminum scoop-shovel that he used for snow, concrete, and for dropping off these half-bruised, glazed over yellow apples that had fallen in our yard underneath the three transparent trees. This particular variety of apple, the Malus domestica, was sour, didn’t store well, and was hardly suitable for making cider; therefore we always put them in the field.


For some reason the DNR had changed the rules about baiting deer since so many animal rights activists had deemed the practice cruel and unfair; maybe even unsportsmanlike. Because he was always prepared with a sarcastic response to any type of change in the hunting laws, we finished shoveling the inedible transparents into the slippery grass, and then Dad produced a small square sign. He pushed the small placard into the ground near the pile of apples. In his mangled handwriting it read: “This is not a bait pile. This is a compost pile.”


After circling the half dark clearing where we stood, I trailed back to the assumed position of the passenger side of Dad’s truck. He whispered, “No Hon, you drive,” and I proceeded to his side, first adjusting the seat to fit my smaller stature, and then tilting the steering wheel to accommodate the length of my arms. I messed with the mirrors, flicked on the headlights, and hooked my seat-belt.


Even though I had never driven his truck before, I knew how Dad was. He’d be a jerk to me if I drove to fast. He’d scream and yell if I didn’t come to a complete stop at all the stop signs. So, assuming the dangerous magnitude of the situation, equipped with only slimy wet Nikes to operate the gas and brake (and never having driven anything but the tractor), I eased the truck out of the filed and edged away from the bait/compost pile. When I turned his truck in front of the fencerow I just missed the post on the right with the front of the bumper. Dad’s face shown with disgust, but I continued down the gray gravel road with the poise of a big-rig truck-driver with a cup of searing hot coffee between his knees.

A few miles lapsed underneath the tires when I heard an abrupt: “Slow down.”


Dad’s firm statement was uttered when the speedometer neared 60mph. Right, I thought, I wonder when you want me to speed up? I knew him to well. He’d remind me a thousand times to be careful, putting the fear of God in me about how I was doing everything wrong, but he’d always forget to instruct me on the correct means of driving; only criticizing instead of teaching.


After I carved my way through two intersections and passed a red Buick, my mind strayed from the road back to the show-ring we had passed an hour earlier. We neared the same enclosure on the way home, ten minutes from our house. I glanced out my window envisioning the prancing horses, high steps; small clouds of dust in the light of the bug-stricken arena. My mind, nearing a deep sense of contemplation concerning the horses, overrode my concentration on driving. I began to rethink the dangers of my childhood; and I also wondered about the girls on horseback obviously braving those identical perils of everyday riding. 
My face was turned towards the showground when I was jarred back to reality; instantaneously hitting the doe that loped in front of Dad’s truck. She and her two fawns were heading towards the spot where they had religiously year after year found loads of yellow transparent apples that had only happened to be labeled “compost pile.” 
