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A big-city girl wrestles with her decision to
move back home to her Texas roots, until
a brush with a horse (literally!) transforms her

by TULA KARRAS

| STOOD AT THE SIDE OF A HORSE NAMED
Wyn, a paintbrush in one hand and a palette of
colors in the other. The musty aroma of animal
sweat was in the air, and flies were buzzing all
around. I stroked Wyn’s glistening hair and
spoke softly to him; this was part stalling tac-
tic, part reassurance (to him and myself) that
I wouldn’t ruin his gorgeous coat. The guide
had told us the horses enjoyed being painted,
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especially the ones who couldn’t be ridden !
anymore and craved socialization.

I was at the stunning Miraval Resort &
Spa in Arizona, thanks to my good friend
Rabia, who had organized a group trip for
her birthday. Rabia was
a luxury travel agent, and
we’d handed her the

reins in planning the -
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itinerary. Along with spa treatments,
she’d picked Horse Painting. Horse
Painting? The resort’s website clarified
things...sort of: “Tap into your creative
spirit by using a horse...as your canvas to
remind [you] to stay present and
grounded in [your] storytelling” It
seemed a bit bizarre, but possibly fun.
Plus, I could use some grounding. My life
was in seismic flux.

A month before, I'd made the tough
decision to leave New York City. The
place that had wooed me in my 20s with
its legendary energy and shaped me into
a savvy magazine editor in my 30s was
too hard for a single woman in her 40s.

My goals of buying a home, meeting a
husband and living an easier life seemed
more attainable in Texas, where I'd
grown up. I was missing out on my niece
and nephews’ childhoods and was
acutely aware that my parents were
aging— New York would always be there,
but they wouldn't. So I quit a job I loved,
bought a one-way ticket to Austin and
started a death march of tearful good-
byes. I was terrified that I was making
a mistake, but I was more terrified of
losing precious time with my family and
digging myself deeper into debt.

So there I was, rudderless in the desert
and about to paint a horse. Of all the deci-
sions I'd made recently, this seemed the
most insignificant. So why was I having a
hard time making the first brushstroke?
I wasn’t afraid of horses; I'd ridden as a
child and knew not to spook them with
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sudden movements (a skill I later honed
at New York City bars when celebrities
showed up—one must act aloof so as not
to scare off the rarely seen creatures).

I glanced at my friends, who were

already applying bold strokes. Nick, a
former SoulCycle spin instructor
who was equal parts court jester and
spiritual guru, was dabbing his
horse with blue dots. Rabia was paint-
ing stripes. OK, let’s do this, I ordered
myself. At least I'd have an amusing anec-
dote to trot out at parties (“Let me tell you
about the time I painted a pony!”).

I looked at the mountains in the
distance and recalled a perennial piece
of creative-writing advice: Write what
you know. I figured the same logic could
apply here, so I brushed on a mountain
range capped by a yellow sun. I blotted
on a cloud and raindrops. After the rain,
another sun: Symbolically or literally,
the sun will come out eventually. I was
satisfied with my efforts..until I eyed
Nick’s horse again.

He had transformed every inch of
his horse’s coat into a museum-worthy
oeuvre using a brilliant indigo hue
he’d mixed up. I was mesmerized —and
chastened. I'd essentially painted the
weather forecast onto poor Wyn, while
Nick had unleashed true art. I needed to
up my game. I frantically ran red, white
and blue stripes down my guy’s mane as
a makeshift flag. As I drew a peace sign,
the guide called out, “Time’s up!”

There! I pushed aside my frustration
and thought about my afternoon plans:
pool time with a frosty cocktail. The
clouds would roll in soon, and I didn’t
want to miss the sunny hours.

“Now, let’s share our thoughts about
the paintings,” said the guide. Horse
hockey! I thought. We have to talk about
our work? Our friend Jeff kicked off the
show-and-tell with a bang: He’d painted
an homage to his baby, Ava. “The wings
represent the freedom I want her to have
to be whoever she wants. The red heart
represents the love she has surrounding
her” My eyes filled with happy tears.

Then Nick debuted his work, and he
might as well have raised a curtain to the
sound of trumpets: “I let my brush flow
along the lines of the horse, allowing the
horse to guide my design. I tried not
to think about making it perfect, and
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it turned out beautifully” Yes, it had.

I felt the hot flush of fear, the dread of
having to showcase my preschool hiero-
glyphics. Why did it matter so much?
These were my friends! I tried to reverse
my thinking, flooding myself with affir-
mations: You bake delicious baklava.
You’ve never forgotten a family member’s
birthday. You rinse out recyclables before
putting them in the bin. A subpar landscape
painting on a horse is not a summation of
your value.

“OK, Tula, tell us about your horse.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks, and my
voice cracked with emotion. “Well, I'm
feeling pretty embarrassed, like I did the
exercise wrong. Everyone else painted
things that were meaningful and personal,
and mine is just a picture of mountains
and the weather. It’s not original or cre-
ative.” I became aware of how pathetic
I sounded. I'd morphed into a caricature
in a movie about middle-aged women
finding their mojo at a five-star resort—
only instead of flirting with the hot stable
boy, I was boohooing because my picture
wasn’t good enough. Even I would give
this film only two stars.

By now, everyone had gathered around
me, earnestly pointing out how joyful
and full of life my work was. “There’s no
right or wrong way to paint a
horse,” the guide said, adding
that it was a gift to feel emo-
tional. Although it didn’t feel like
much of a gift, I tried to take her
at her word. We hosed off our
horses, and I watched the colors
turn muddy as they mixed with
the dirt. I was relieved that the
exercise was over.

Later, nursing a margarita by
the pool and watching the clouds
slowly close in (I'd known they
would come), I felt disappointed.
I'd thought I'd buried my personal
demons of insecurity and competi-
tiveness years ago through countless
therapy sessions, late-night talks
with friends and raw journal entries.
How was it that I hadn’t developed
enough confidence to revel in trying
something new and outside my
wheelhouse? I'd turned an off-the-
wall exercise into a measurement of
self-worth.

I thought about other times I'd felt

shame, questioning my decisions and my

value: prom night, staring at my dress

hanging in the closet with the tag still on

('d purchased it as a lucky charm, hoping

my crush would ask me to go); telling my

boyfriend I was ready to take our relation-
ship to the next level only to have him
break up with me that night; interviewing
for a position at Vogue (yes, Vogue!) and
freezing when asked for column ideas.

But I had to admit there’d been just

as many times when my gambles had

paid off. Heck, I'd landed alone in New

York City at 23 with $900 in my pocket, no

job and just one friend...and I was leaving

with a stellar résumé —including a stint at

GH—and dozens of amazing friends. All

proof that risks (and hard work) could pay

off big-time.

Suddenly, I understood why the exer-
cise had done a number on me—it had
brought into sharp relief the fear that my
decision to leave New York was “doing
it wrong.” I'd arrived at a blank canvas
in my life. The act of trying this small
new thing—painting a horse—mirrored
the huge new thing I was doing in reality.

Deep down, I knew my move was the
right one. I'd been living safely but not all
that happily for the last few years, settling
into a life defined by past accomplish-

ments but not many new ones.

I hadn’t been dating much; I'd

shelved my book manuscript;

I'd even turned down a big job run-

ning a magazine. I'd succumbed to

inertia and fear, and now I was

doing something about it. Seary, but

brave. There was no guarantee that
trading Manhattan skyscrapers for
the rolling hills of Austin would
deliver what I longed for, but if the
past was any indication, there was a
good chance my wager would yield
something beautiful and colorful,
even if I didn’t yet know what that
would look like.

At that moment, Nick, Jeff and Rabia
appeared. “How you doing, Boo?”
Nick asked.

“I'm good,” I said, and I meant
it. I looked up and saw that the clouds
had moved away toward the moun-
tains and were no longer blocking the
sun. Just like the vista I'd painted on

Wiyn. I turned to my friends and said

hopefully, “OK, what’s next?” ¢
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