Gift Horse

Sara Stewart


This is the best one of all the horses.  “Lo mejór.” Carlos nods, smiles at me, and crosses his brown arms across his chest.  He imitates a Dominican farmer after a day in the fields who leans his back against the warm stone of his house, tips his head back, and stares out at his crops. Carlos looks up at me.     


“I can’t ride this horse,” I say, my tongue thick in my throat.  Carlos slides the saddle off the horse and places it on the ground beside him.  Underneath the red leather the animal’s skin is rubbed off.  Flesh gapes like an open mouth, soft, damp, and crimson.  White skin lines the edge of the sore like sand around the fringes of the ocean.  A fly lands in the wound’s center and rubs its legs together. 


“But, what happened?”  I ask in choppy Spanish.  

“Nada.” Carlos shrugs, and a smile flashes across his cheeks, reflecting the whites that surround the soft brown of his eyes. “It is the horse of my cousin.  He rides it each day.  Es el mejór caballo.”    


I squint and tighten the muscles in my forehead.  The horse’s head hangs.   Each time his nostrils expand the outlines of sharp ribs are visible through tight skin that reminds me of the tanned leather of a women’s purse.  His hipbone juts like tree roots exposed in the soil.  At the end of bony legs his black hooves are chipped and broken - scars from the sharp rocks that pepper these high mountain roads.  His mane lays matted with spiny burrs along the ridge of his neck and a tail hangs limp behind him.  The horse shifts his weight from leg to leg and his ears are twitch at flies that circle his face and land once on the corners of his milky eyes, and again in the dark caves of his nostrils. 


I watch Carlos. His delicate hands yank, yank, and yank on the girth strap, wrapping it around the metal ring that is tucked into the warm crevice where the horse’s front leg joins with his chest.  A tattered pink turtleneck hangs from Carlos’s shoulders and there is a hole where the dark skin of his stomach peeks through. Big rubber boots, outgrown by his older brother, rise up to his knees and crinkle his pants.  His zipper is broken.


“Lista? The horse is ready.”  Carlos turns and thrusts his chin at the animal.  I stand still and silent for a moment.  My eyes sting at the thought of the oozing blister hidden now beneath the saddle.  I look at Carlos and his shy smile slides back into place.  He stands with his fingers tugging his tattered gray pants. 


Yesterday Carlos nodded quickly when I asked him if I could borrow a horse and go riding.  He had cut school that afternoon.  With his small stomach still warm and full of the noontime comida, he had tromped through the uneven fields in search of a horse for me to ride.  From my seat in the back of the truck on the windy mountain road to the farm, I had spotted him.  His chin led his body forward as he strode across the field, his boots visible above the tall grass.  Pricker-bushes pulled at his dirty sleeves, and tore at his hands.  Behind him stumbled the prettiest horse of the bunch, its muzzle brushing across tops of purple clover. 


“Lista?”  He asks again.  


“I can’t.”  I bite my lip.  The horse pulls his hoof through the red dirt once.  Flicks his ears forward and then back.  Carlos’s eyes are down, his smile is gone, and he winds the end of the twine bridle around and around his middle finger.  Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes, shove my foot into the stirrup.   
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Arrival and Re-entry HAIKU

Soft voices mix 






merengue beat and laughter—





lunchtime at Carmen’s.







Her new broom made of

 





leaves sewn together by twine







and small brown fingers.

Coffee beans scattered

Spread and smoothed in the sun—

Front porch afternoon.







Hands pulled from the soil







An earth worn wave, a gentle shake-







Los campesinos.

A cock’s call cuts 

dark thread of horizon,

shadows released on the field.







Mother of five







she points at hollow shelves 







“Take all that you need.”

A gold earring chirps 

At the ear of a poor man

On his palm a gift box.



I caught your eyes-









two sparrows alight









leave a branch trembling.

Our tin roof song ends-

rain is not falling

silence begins.





A lone man stoops








losing himself in the folds








of a twilight field.

To speak of such places

we reach with hard hands

tear out the words.




At dream’s border-








I recall eyes of river stones








And her gaping tooth smile.

We have flown away-

the thick taste of yucca

still on our tongues.




A gnarled face woman








takes her water in bottles








from a split in the road.



Unpacking my bags

red mud from the roads

still on my boots.
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Miguelina

Her eyebrows like

dark clouds above 

earth brown eyes,

She squeezes a sticky sweet-lemon

in her hand--

a vanilla bean grin,

an absent front tooth,

flesh from the fruit stuck to her chin.

Bony knees and stony eyes,

she skips, she spins, she shakes.

