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the road at my 1sn1s6l 1'rorse, Pajaro, my sad-

naked in a mockir-ig perch upon her back.

motior-iless, stuck like srveating statues in
thc hot Costa Rican sun. Hcr return stare-heacl lifted,
nostrils flared, ears peaked sharph like radar-told me that
she was contemplating a break lor freedom. Ever since mv
arrival in the village as a Peace Corps volunteer, Pajaro's

life had taken a turn tou,ard dmdgery, lugging me around
on hot tropical afternoons instead o{ grazingin the shade.

I sholr,ed lrttle interest in her as rvell, except for transport.

If I lost this standoff, she'd be even l-iarder to corral. Even

worse, the campesinos, rvhose trust I needed to earn to get

things done in the village, wouid confirm tl-reir suspicions

about the abilities of this Peace Corps guy.

Ten minutes earlier, Pajaro l-rad jerked t1-ie reins free

from their tether and trotted giddily a hundred yards up

the rocky road. She rvas delighted to be liberated and eager

to be back at I'ier cr.rstomary grazing on grasses and the

tart guayabas that la,v strervn about a lone tree in her wet

TIM CAMPEELL
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My dad iifted me up like a light packsaddle onto the broad

back of our two-year-old chestnut, Nelly. N4y legs stuck

straight out across Nellyt broad beam like toothpicks

in a potato. She seemed impossibly wide and far off the

ground. Sitting on top of Nelly reminded me of sitting on

the three-room chicken coop behind our house: my view

improved greatly. But the chicken coop would never move.

I wondered deeply about the pure mechanics of control-

ling a big animal, a stable structure holding all that mass

so high in the air, yet able to move so swiftly across our

pastures.

N4y dad looped a thick cotton rope around Nelly's

mrs,zzle, tied a single half hitch on the left, and handed

me the trailing end. It was lust long enough for me to hold

in both hands. I sat with bare necessities: no bit, a one-sided

halter, no saddle.

"You can have a saddle when you learn to ride," my

dad said.

I sat dumbly, awaiting further instruction. The sun

beat down through the cottonwoods overhead. The heat

drove cottonwoody gasses and scintillas into the summer

sky. Fibers and aromas sailed about like tiny emissaries.

They floated over Nelly's mane and drifted far down the

sloping green pasture, over the water standpipe, on toward

tl-re black walnut trees, dissolving off into the squat valley

oaks be),ond the fence and the creek a half mile away.

Nelly shifted her weigl-rt, and I experienced the first

uncontrolied movement of a large mammal beneath me.

Even my littie frame felt the effects of torque with Nelly's

every small motion-an ominous shift for me, filled with
unimaginable potentiai, yet little more than a sigh for her.

My presence on her back was of no moment whatsoever.

"Indian childrer-r grip with their legs and steer with the

horse's mane," my dad said in a matter-of-fact tryay. This
imparted little comfort, since my legs were in no position

to grip anything. I grasped the rope halter more tightly.
"How do I make her go?" I asked, partly hoping, I remember,

that maybe there was no way to make her go without a bit,
a proper halter. reins. and a saddle.

Dad smiled up at me from under his fishermant cap.

He said nothing as we walked slowly along the wood fer-rce

beneath the cottonwood, stepped up on the lowermost

boards, and tore a small brancl-r from the tree. He stripped

away a few of the offshooting stalks until the limber main

stem, norl' naked, f:uned oLrt n,ith smaller stcrns tou,arcl

the encl, sorne u,ith peripheral leaves still attachecl.

He retnnrecl to rnv siclc and handed up the sn itch.
"Hcrc." hc saicl, "usc tlris. Don't liit he r hard, :urd renrerrber,

u hateler happens, \,ou're the boss."

I uas scarcelr,' able to fathorr the nreaning of these

rr ords. tccling morc likc Piglct, at thc small, confirsecl bot-

tonr cncl of tliings, than the conficlcnt Christopher Robin.

I le lt er e n less cer tain about the rreaning of tlrc u orcls that

fo11ou ed: "Neler 1et tlie horse think it is in control. You'rc

in charge. no matter uhat."

Those words floated up from memory as I eyed Pajaro

on that mountain road. She looked back at me, as if to
measure my resolve. Would I sustain my father's view of

order in the animal kingdom? Her head swung effortlessly

down. She seemed to be exploring whether any angle of
advantage could be discerned from ground level. After

a moment she came up again, and then casually swiveled

her gaze off to one side and then to the rear, as if, after

intense scrutiny of the Peace Corps volunteer standing in

the road, she had lost interest in the face-off and forrnd

more compelling things in the trees. Birds flitted among

banana palms. A lizard waddled slowly toward a cooler

spot under a fallen 1og.

N4y days on horseback in Costa Rica had not always

been so awkward. On many mornings like this one, I would

ride along the muddy oxcart tracks winding up the steep

hills to visit campesinos in their shacks on the land reform

colony, where I worked at community organizing. On some

a{ternoons, I would alternately be soaked with sweat and

rain, tl-ien dried by the intermittent tropical sun, only to

have my blue work shirt soaked through once again in

a relentless cycle: sweat from the heat, evaporation, soak-

ing rain, dry again, sweat once more. Along the trail Pajaro

and I would ride, both steaming, Iike some Newtonian ma-

chine propelled by hot gasses through a primordial f 
ungle.

At the end of the day we would arrive unwotind, like

spent springs of tired clocks, reaching the yard in front

of my house to the sound of tiny frogs piping plaintively

under the evening sky. As the hues of dusk grew darker,

fireflies nestiing by the tens of thousands flasl-red among

the sugarcane stalks off in the valley across the road. Their

rtll Tim Carnpbell



pinpricks of palc light dottccl a fathomiess black c:rnvas

untouclred br the artificial shinc of n:rn's eiectric bulbs.
Dazzlcd br the beautr of the scene, I ri,oulcl loosen the
cinch. urrsadclle Pajaro. ancl prrt irer to p:rstrrrc \\,ith little
fanfare .'l'hc signaling blinlied across tlre field in sharp, pat-

terirlcss displar s. The rniniatrrrc tlogs lriding rre arbv u,oulcl

call out. On and or into the night tlrc blirking and the
piping cclebr;rted thc bliss of thc dar ior ne ancl signaled
the errcl of :rrrother clar of dnrclgcrr tor Palaro.

-\Ir, arrir,'al on thc scerre to do cornnrunitr cler.elop-

n'icnt required mobilitr', ancl Pajiiro's lite lrad charrged for
the riorse. Climbing. . . sri.eating . . . bcaring nrr ucight.
Shc much prelcrred to nrLurch grasses arcl juicr glrr\il-
bas. The tom(tgct inciclent coulcl har.e becn the last strari.

lor her.

Wceks bclore, irr a neighborirrg r i1lagc, a pcasant 1racl

brotrght rte a tomaga, a deacllr' pit r iper. The snakc u.as

coilccl tightll,in a iarge bottle, scaled br a fnrit pit stLrlled

into the brokcn opening. I l-rad aclr'ertisccl moner in er-
changc lor pit vipcrs :rs part of a golerrrment prograrr to

prodrrce antivenorrrs. Tontctgcts are rnarvelous cre:rtures,
short, greenislr, frorl,rring. T-ittle horns olcr their bonr cr-c

r iclges gil,e the m a rnenacirrg, uglr.sconl. er.en bv nature's
generolrs standarcl. Night uas corning on, storrr cloncls

rurrbled or.er the hillsicles, anci n e u'cre mile s frorn home .

Despite the precarious container, I lelt oblieed to acccpt
the snalie. Pajaro shied and stammerccl :rs I placed the
bottle in mr, sadclleb:rg.

I paicl the peas:rnt, bade larorell, ancl su nng into the
saddle. Pa jaro pickccl her n av dou n the cl:rrkeliirg, nrtrclclr.

hillsicle :rs tlre storrn empted into nakccl assault. Shects of
rain srnackecl broacl palrns ri,'ith the roar of surf. Bv the time
ne reachecl the nrain road, r,r'c ri'ere fulll soal<ed arci still
had a fortr, rninutes ride to mr,'vill:rge.

Pajaro broke n'ithout prompting into full gallop. Per-

haps shc t-elt lrer spccd r.onlcl kccp the tomctga;rt :r salc

distance behind her. The rain dror,'e straight into or-rr faces

as u,e racccl south :rlong the r-ockv roacl. Dim figures stoocl

fr:rrrecl in r,r,,ooclen ri.inclor,r,s and under tin porch roofs,
u,atching n,ith cnriositr,,as \\,c specl br,. Wc made the gentle
bends and easr,rises in the roacl u'ithorrt sloliing, saddlc-
bags flapping u ildlr,. I u,as sure the straps u cre secnre, but
also knen. the snake n.oulcl be r,err. unhappv about this
passagc to Platanillo. I trsed a lantern and a long stick to

retrier,e the frazzlecl snake frorr the sadcllebags after Pajaro

n,as s:rfelr. enclose cl in lrer p:rsture.

N{r' faceoff t ith Pajaro on the road took place onl1,

a fen,clar.s latcr, Nou. Palaro sn rrng her heacl arotrncl at me
once ag:rin, as if troublccl bv sorne nrolecule of memorv
abotrt the tontago.l lelt a clecisilc rrrome nt loonrirg.

In a blink. she burst into motion. frer rnuzzle thrust
lors arcl in :r hcadstrong lLrrch. She reachecl a gallop in tr,i,o

striclcs ancl racecl lorl arcl as if cleterrninecl to ricl herself
frorr serr itude. Her shonlders rolled like tr.in can-rs. Stir-
rLrps flappccl u ildlr like the broken rr.ings of sorne tropical
PegasLrs. Rocks rollecl :rnd flol in all clirectiorrs.

\lv nruscle s stifle necl: rnr nind became a calliope of
inragcs ancl sounds. \h brou and arrrpits nere suddenlv
soakccl. nl rnorrth clrr as al1 the moistrrre in mv body began

to seep to the skr. P:rjaro uas going lor broke, speedir-rg

straight tori arcl me, tlrc- u hitcs of her er,es gaining intention,
ste adih mrtre clear, hcr e ars lar lou,. The thunclering in mr
he acl r:rng loLrdcr than Lrer pour-rcling hoor,es. If I stepped
aside, Pajaro s.oulcl establish a net,order of things.

Abor e this clamor, anothcr n isp of rrernor\,' emerged

of nrr fir c-r ear-olcl selistriking Nelh, ri ith the cottonr,i,oocl

sri itch grve n rnc bl rry fathcr. Nelh had shot out froul
a standstill rrncler the cottonu'ood, a steel pinball rocketing
laster than thc speecl of squcal llp a narro\\,shoot ll'ith the

szrnre spontaneons brrrst ofenergr Pajaro n as non,discharg-

irrg tos arcl rrc.

Nelly galloped straight for the far corner of the pasture.
The dynamic of her pounding hooves and throbbing
muscles boiled up into a calamitous roar. N4y legs bobbed
wildly, my vision blurred, my head out of sync with my
mouth, teeth clattering, the rope halter completely for-
gotten, my fingers locked tightly around fistfuls of mane.
We crashed down the pasture slope for long minutes, my
mind at the edge of terror, my body unable to find a pat-
tern in the chaos of movement.

Then came an utter cessation of sound, a momentary
Iull, save for the rushing of wind passing about my ears. In
an instant, we had shifted from mad, headlong pounding
into a windy, soaring arc. Nelly made a gigantic leap into
the air. My position on her became impossible to reckon.
I could not be certain she was still beneath me. Sound
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resumed once again. With a mighty thump as Nelly's

hooves dug deeply into the soft, muddy turf.
Even as we approached landing, my nose dove into

her mane. My lips, my chin, my cheeks and neck slid in

rough caress along her spine, down her neck, and across

the broad, warm swelling of her withers. As she pitched

forward and planted her front hooves, I slid down her left
forearm like a fire pole and miraculously hit the ground

feet first, coming to a near standstill, stunned and open-

mouthed, halter rope still in hand.

Nelly felt the sudden tug on her muzzie as I came to

earth, and she drew up the forward motion of her hindquar-

ters and reared to a halt. The whites of her eyes arched high

around her darkbrown irises as she searched to understand

the semblance offorce being exerted upon her. She bent

her head down and around to face me, as if to examine

what sort of small thing-this small human boy-had engi-

neered this control after all the calamity. Though shocked

by this test-piloting, I realized- standing there at the foot of

the water standpipe that she, and I, had iust jumped-that
I was still in charge, at least from her point of view.

like a cross, but I could not close my eyes. N4y father's

words echoed once more in my head: ". . . no matter what."

I looked unflinching into Pajaro's onrushing form. She

was within only a few yards, and the moment had arrived.

There seemed a brief interlude of siience. In the same

second it had taken her to spring into motion, Pajaro began

to stop. Her forearms stiffened, her hooves pushed into the

gravel, more rocks flew, dust biliowed forward. Her rear

hooves bit into the road; her head flew up and out at a tor-

tured angle. The noise was jarring. In sputtering confusion,

within two strides, short-stepping, nearly hopping, she had

pulled to a standstill. Her momentum carried her rear end

around, her body now nearly broadside to me. The reins

swung forward, still playing out the forward motion of her

wild bieak for freedom.

The whites of her eyes arched high around her dark-

brown irises as she searched to understand the semblance

offorce being exerted upon her. She bent her head down

and around to face me, as if to examine what sort of force-
what sort of gringo man-had engineered this control after

all the calamity.

Pajaro took me at a slow gait back to the village, I tip-

ping my hat to neighbors here and there. In the yard,

I rounded up a half dozen guayabas for Pajaro, then

brushed her down for an hour before riding her bareback

into the pasture.

After a iorty-year career three professional books, a doc-
tcrate in i'trban stud es. anC serreral rnil ron rr les covered
working cn povertv r"eductron in crtres arouncl the wor d.

Tim Campbell is now writ;rg aborrt rfe on the roaC. l'1 s

most recenl slor es ha'/e been accepteci at ihe Srrarf Sef,
Lowestoft Chrcntcle. and otl.er online journals.

Jumping that faucet had formed a foundation for the re-

solve I now felt building in the face of Pajaro's stampede.

\4y father's words echoed once again in my head: '?n

charge . . . no matter what."

Pajarot silhouette shifted from barrel chest and reach-

ing forearms to speeding freight train. Her dark mane and

tail flew outward like flashing alarms. Her broad body and

clattering hooves pushed dust and gravel into an upwelling
tidal wave about to break over me.

N4y mind raced: fight or flee? My teeth clenched and

my heart was flopping like a netted fish. In split-second

succession, my resolve firmed up, then melted away, then

renewed. I harbored a small hope that Pajaro might, at the

last instant, break to one side of the narrow road. But this

was balanced with the fear that she might just as easily

make me part of the road. Her bearing remained intent, her

gallop did not diminish, and she bore down with a throaty

rumble of moving mass.

My life clearly hung on the edge of a tossed coin: either

Dad was right or I would be trampled into gravel and dust.

A force inside me jutted out my arms, stiff and wooden,
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