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Prologue

 

Wild Horses

 

 

Mustangs, the wild-living horses of the Western USA, have one natural predator: mountain lions. Like most animals, humans included, mustangs have an automatic programme hardwired into their physiology to keep them safe. When the horse senses danger, it knows that it must run. It cannot fight the mountain lion, so it does not try. Its overriding instinct is for flight.

To tame a wild mustang, you must first break it in. I know how this is done because, when I was attending an advanced trauma workshop for practitioners, one cold February morning in London, the lecturer showed us a video.

The garish light from the large projector screen filled the classroom. On the screen, a man dressed in denim, plaid shirt and boots entered the training ring, dragging behind him on a rope a wild, terrified creature. She was exquisite.

He walked to the middle of the ring while his assistant, a younger woman, closed off the only point of exit. He let go of the horse. She moved as far away as she could. But it could never be far enough.

The man then began bringing his whip down, long, languid strokes cracking the air, extending, flicking, cajoling.

The horse started to run. Danger.

Crack.

She ran faster.

The whip continued. It never touched the animal, but to the mustang, this alien, cracking tool of terror and the man wielding it were predators, threats to her life.

More loops of the ring.

We watched her stop and retrace her steps. Running the other way, she was once more at the beginning. No way out.

Eventually, she stopped. Frozen to the spot. I could see her eyes screaming. Her head dropped low.

A final crack of the whip.

She trotted over to her antagonist, head bowed.

‘Good girl,’ he said.

The video ended.

‘And that is how you break in a wild mustang!’ said the lecturer, seemingly delighted by this perfect illustration of the trauma response of ‘fawn’, the lesser-known fourth part of the fight–flight–freeze survival mechanism, inbuilt in living creatures to help us survive.

The wild mustang had run and run, around and around in the ring. She expected to outrun her predator, but she was trapped. Exhausted, she knew she could not keep running forever. As did the man who had decided to ‘tame’ her. So, facing the physicality of this predator that she didn’t recognise, realising that there was no way out, she made a choice. The only choice that she had left. The only choice that might keep her alive.

Hanging her head in shame and submitting, she walked towards the thing she had believed would kill her in the hope that it might save her.

‘Good girl.’

To make a wild mustang tame, first you break them.

The way to make a woman tame is to shame her.

How many times had I submitted to save myself?

Trapped.

Fawn.

Tame.

Shame.

I did not know before I saw that video how they tame wild horses.

But fuck me, did I know shame.
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