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A	Horse	of	a	Different	Color	
(for	Trooper)		

	
	

I	never	understood	 the	whole	girls	and	horses	 thing.	 I	didn’t	have	a	horse	 themed	

tenth	birthday	party.	I	didn’t	take	riding	lessons.	And	I	never	even	saw	Black	Beauty.	

Given	my	background	I	wouldn’t	have	expected	to	learn	about	romantic	love	from	a	

horse.			

	

About	 ten	 years	 ago	 I	 was	 asked	 by	 a	 friend	 to	 attend	 a	 Human-Equine	 retreat.	

Equine-assisted	 psychotherapy	 programs	 have	 been	 shown	 to	 be	 effective	 in	

treating	everything	from	autism	to	eating	disorders.	It	was	going	to	be	a	weekend	of	

communing	 with,	 interacting	 with,	 and	 learning	 life	 lessons	 from	 horses.	 As	 a	

responsible,	 single	 parent	 I	 had	 long	 ago	 said	 good-bye	 to	 the	 skydiving	 and	

motorcycling	 adventures	 that	 came	 before	 the	 birth	 of	 my	 son	 but	 this	 was	 one	

adventure	 (minus	 the	 potential	 for	 a	 kick	 in	 the	 head)	 I	 could	 safely	 do.	 The	

operative	word	for	me	wasn’t	horse	but	retreat.	 	As	a	24/7	single-mom,	quiet	time	

on	a	rural	farm	sounded	delightful—a	weekend	with	horses	–okay—I	was	game.		

	

Horses	weren’t	 completely	new	 to	me.	The	 summer	before	 the	 retreat	 I	 spent	 the	

weekend	with	my	friends	James	and	Wagner	--	the	ones	who	were	inviting	me	to	the	

retreat.	They	had	moved	 to	 the	burbs	and	bought	a	horse	named	Trooper.	 I	 spent	

time	helping	them	groom	the	horse.		I	reclined	on	the	grass	reading	Middlesex.	And	I	
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watched	 them	 practice	 their	 canters	 and	 gallops.	 It	 was	 a	 restful	way	 to	 spend	 a	

weekend.			

	

I	 knew	 Trooper	 was	 going	 to	 be	 at	 the	 workshop	 but	 I	 wondered	 if	 I	 would	

recognize	 him	 among	 the	 herd.	 When	 I	 walked	 down	 the	 hill	 I	 couldn’t	 possibly	

mistake	him.	 It	was	as	obvious	as	picking	out	my	own	child	among	a	group.	What	

was	 I	 thinking?	 Trooper	 is	 a	 gigantic	 Clydesdale	with	 brown	 and	white	 spots	 and	

unique,	amber	colored	eyes.		

	

As	 I	 approached	Trooper’s	 pen,	 another	workshop	 attendee	was	 already	 standing	

there.	 I	 wanted	 to	 give	 them	 their	 space,	 so	 I	 walked	 quietly	 along	 the	 side	 of	

Trooper’s	 corral	 toward	one	of	 the	other	horses.	Trooper	was	quick	 to	 follow.	He	

caught	up	with	me	like	a	dog	greeting	his	master.	Ebullient	and	excited,	he	put	his	

lips	against	my	face.		Playfully,	he	removed	the	nametag	from	my	shirt	with	his	nose.	

Tears	flooded	my	eyes.	I	was	worried	about	recognizing	him.	Instead,	he	recognized	

me.	How	could	I	doubt	if	I	mattered	to	friends	and	family	when	this	creature	I	spent	

just	two	days	with	remembered	me	so	fondly?	

	

The	 idea	 that	 I	was	 replaceable,	 forgettable	didn’t	materialize	out	of	nowhere.	My	

son’s	father	had	an	affair	with	someone	at	work	when	our	son	was	two	months	old.	

He	moved	on	and	never	looked	back.	Feeling	secure	with	romantic	partners	hadn’t	

come	 easily	 to	 me.	 I	 didn’t	 have	 a	 track	 record	 of	 picking	 safe	 people	 so	 it’s	 no	
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wonder	that	I	didn’t	feel	safe.	I	picked	people	that	for	one	reason	or	another	couldn’t	

be	sure	of	me.	And	then	made	their	ambivalence	a	reason	to	be	unsure	of	myself.		

	

When	they	asked	us	which	horse	we	wanted	to	work	privately	with,	the	answer	for	

me	was	clear—Trooper.	I	would	set	my	intentions	with	a	counselor,	and	then	spend	

about	 twenty	minutes	 in	a	 round	pen	with	him.	The	counselor	and	 the	 rest	of	my	

group	would	observe	me	and	later	comment.		

	

As	a	perpetual	 caretaker,	my	 intention	was	 to	 learn	how	 to	 receive.	 I	was	 tired	of	

feeling	like	I	was	only	worthy	of	love	based	on	things	I	did	or	gave,	not	on	who	I	am.	

As	I	thought	about	this	quietly	I	noticed	that	Trooper	walked	towards	me.	I	entered	

the	pen.	This	was	different,	despite	our	previous	affectionate	interaction.	That	time	

we	were	on	opposite	sides	of	a	 fence.	This	time	I	was	alone	with	a	horse	that	was	

17-hands	tall	and	2,000	pounds.	The	reality	was	that	he	could	charge	me,	kick	me	or	

buck	me.	But	would	he.	Was	this	a	lesson	in	trust?		

	

I	didn’t	approach	Trooper	right	away.	I	waited	for	him	to	come	to	me,	something	I	

don’t	usually	do	with	people.	And	he	did	come	towards	me.	Slowly.	Gently.	He	took	

his	 time.	We	breathed	 together.	 I	waited	until	 I	 felt	 safe	 and	 comfortable	before	 I	

reached	out	to	touch	him.	I	pet	his	nose	and	he	let	me.	He	even	let	me	hug	him.	He	

didn’t	move	once.	He	didn’t	startle	me	in	any	way.	He	was	constant	and	in	the	face	of	

that	kind	of	constancy,	I	decompressed.	So	much	of	the	anxiety	I	walk	around	with		
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each	day	just	went	away.		

	

When	it	was	time	to	go	home	I	went	to	say	good-bye	to	Trooper	who	was	chewing	

on	hay.	When	he	saw	me,	he	 left	 the	 food	behind	and	approached	me.	He	planted	

what	felt	like	a	kiss	on	my	face.	I	thought	about	relationships	I’ve	had.	It’s	so	easy	to	

keep	working	away	at	our	desk,	or	keep	washing	the	dishes	or	talking	on	the	phone	

when	 our	 partner	walks	 in	 after	work.	 Trooper	 showed	me	 how	different	 it	 feels	

when	someone	stops	what	they’re	doing	and	takes	the	time	to	greet	you.		What	if	we	

got	up	 from	our	desks	and	met	our	 lovers	at	 the	door,	 the	way	dogs	and	cats	do?	

What	if	we	took	them	in	our	arms	and	kissed	them?	I’m	so	happy	you’re	home.	I’ve	

got	a	bit	of	work	to	do	but	I	can’t	wait	to	have	dinner	with	you	in	an	hour.		

	

	I	 left	 the	weekend	knowing	something	 I	hadn’t.	What	 I	was	 looking	 for	was	not	a	

particular	person,	 not	 even	 a	particular	 set	 of	 physical	 characteristics	 or	personal	

traits.	What	I	was	looking	for	was	a	specific	feeling.	It	was	a	feeling	of	calm	and	love	

in	the	presence	of	someone	or	something	else.	I	had	gotten	glimpses	of	it	in	my	life.	

A	 lesbian	friend	of	mine	settled	my	nerves	the	minute	I	saw	her.	She	always	knew	

the	 right	 thing	 to	 say	 and	 the	exact	 things	my	 son	needed	 to	be	 soothed.	 She	had	

feelings	for	me	but	I	knew	I	couldn’t	reciprocate	those	feelings	and	I	had	to	let	her	

move	on	to	someone	who	could.	I	met	a	married	man	on	a	summer	vacation	in	Sicily.	

We	sat	next	to	each	other	on	the	beach	for	a	month	and	watched	our	kids	play	in	the	

ocean.	Something	happened	to	me	when	I	was	with	him.	I	felt	safe,	not	a	feeling	that	

was	 common	 to	 me.	 I	 wondered	 if	 it	 was	 because	 he	 was	 the	 only	 one	 with	 an	
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umbrella	that	never	blew	away,	or	because	he	always	had	cold	water	and	gum	or	if	it	

was	simply	some	alchemical	connection	that	we	had.	Neither	one	of	us	crossed	any	

boundaries	 but	meeting	 him	 changed	me.	 I	 would	 never	 have	 picked	 him	 from	 a	

page	of	online	dating	profiles	but	being	around	him	gave	me	the	 feeling	 I’d	 like	 to	

feel	from	a	husband	some	day.	That	feeling	of	safety	allowed	me	to	be	my	truest	self,	

it	made	me	find	my	laughter	and	serenity.		

	

Since	I	was	a	kid	I’ve	carried	a	list	of	traits	I	want	my	soul	mate	to	have—things	like	

intellect	 and	 humor,	 wit	 and	 worldliness.	 But	 I’d	 been	 in	 a	 relationship	 with	

someone	who	possessed	those	qualities	and	still	felt	agitated	in	his	presence.	I	can	

ascribe	 that	 lack	 of	 security	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 he’d	 forget	 to	 lock	 the	 door	 before	

coming	to	bed.	Or	to	the	fact	that	he’d	lose	his	wallet	all	the	time.	I	could	say	it	was	

because	 life	 scared	 him	more	 than	 it	 scares	me.	 But	 it	wasn’t	 really	 any	 of	 those	

things—it	was	the	lack	of	a	certain	feeling.	Maybe	for	me,	love	isn’t	about	finding	the	

perfect	 set	of	 characteristics.	 It	 isn’t	 about	how	much	 I	 give	or	do.	 It	 isn’t	 about	 if	

that	person	wants	me.	It’s	about	being	seen,	remembered,	and	recognized.	It’s	about	

receiving.	It’s	about	being	with	someone	big	(in	heart	and	mind)	but	who	uses	their	

size	 to	 protect	 instead	 of	 intimidate.	 Trooper	 gave	me	 a	 reference	 point	 for	what	

love	should	feel	like.	I	trust	that	now,	I’ll	be	able	to	recognize	it	when	it	comes.	It’s	

not	what	I	ever	thought	love	would	be,	it’s	a	horse	of	a	different	color.		

	


