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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to all the creatures who share their world with us. The dogs and the coyotes; the frogs and toads; the horses and deer; and even the crazy, irritating chickens.

May all humans someday be as wise and generous as you.

Aya Walksfar
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Gifts Given and Lessons Learned
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›  Compassion - have compassion for other living things

›  Courage - to stand up for those who have no voice

›  Caring - for another living being is its own reward

›  Laughter - take time to laugh each day, be silly, or goofy, or simply you

›  Love - heals wounds

›  Sharing - how to share our world

›  Strength - to continue against great odds in a world that is not always kind to others

›  Beauty - For how poor would our world be without the deer and the frogs; the coyote’s song and the dog’s love

›  Acceptance
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Coyote Pup
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It had been weeks since my mother first spotted the coyote that lived in the abandoned farm field. Every day right before sundown, the coyote foraged in the tall grass. My mother often stopped the car to watch her hunt rats and moles, and whatever other small creature she took to eat. Day by day, the coyote grew heavy with pups even though my mother had never spotted a second coyote. She wondered if coyote males had any part in taking care of the young.

Curious, she began researching the pregnancy to birth cycle of coyotes. The more she learned, the more her admiration for these resilient wild creatures grew. Much like dogs, coyotes give birth around sixty to sixty-three days after a successful breeding, and the males usually remain with the female to protect and provide for her during her pregnancy. After the birth he helps provide for the pups and participates in their education. Between three-to-six-weeks-old the pups leave the den in supervised outings. Soon thereafter, the parents begin teaching them how to hunt.  After that discovery, she began to watch for the male. Unfortunately, a second adult coyote never made an appearance. With a busy roadway and numerous houses nearby, she suspected the male might have been killed.

Even with that somber thought, she was thrilled that she might get a glimpse of the pups, so she began stopping near the meadow every day and spending longer periods of time quietly watching. Born in the early spring, the four pups put in an appearance around the time that the wild flowers began blooming. On the earliest forays, they followed behind mother coyote, lunging forward then tripping over their own feet and landing head first amid the tall grass of the meadow. While she hunted, they pounced each other and chased after butterflies. Each day brought a new revelation about these shy animals.

Not long after she spotted the pups for the first time, one of the pups wandered off on its own to explore. At first, the pup never ventured more than a few feet from his siblings and mother, but each day the pup grew bolder and wandered farther away. A regular Marco Polo. One sunny blue-sky day after chasing, wrestling, and tumbling with his littermates, he grew bored of lying in the shade of a maple tree. Nose to the ground, he wandered off on an elusive scent and got closer than ever to the heavily trafficked roadway. Fortunately, he soon became distracted and wound up bumbling after a butterfly back toward his family.

The pups were nearing their eighth week when my mother spotted a car parked close to the coyote’s meadow. As she drove closer, two young men hopped across the roadside ditch, one of them carrying a lumpy pillowcase. The car sped off before she reached it. Out in the meadow three coyote pups played while their mother hunted.

Having recognized the car and fearing what might be in that pillowcase, my mother raced up the road. By the time she skidded to a stop on a patch of barren ground next to a rundown barn, the young men were out in a field. She jumped from her car hardly taking time to close the door and ran toward the field.

Across the field, one man tied a young pup to the center of a large, flat-topped stump while the other man held it down. As soon as they released the animal, it began pulling, twisting, and lunging, fighting the rope tied around its neck while the men sauntered some distance away.

Even as she forced more speed from herself, she feared she would be too late. “Hey! Hey, you!” She yelled.

The men didn’t bother to glance toward her as they chose arrows and nocked them. The first arrow flew, but a slight breeze riffling the grass blew it off course. While the second man lined up his shot, my mother sprinted between him and his target.

Furious, she pulled her pocket knife and slashed at the rope strangling the small creature. My mother had a special gift, or perhaps a curse. An animal’s pain and fear cried out to her. Animals didn’t attack her, even when they were scared and injured. I believe they sensed that she cared about their lives; just as I believe that coyote pup sensed she meant him no harm. His hindleg dangled, obviously broken, yet he never offered to snap or growl at her as she gently picked him up from the stump where he had been awaiting a terrifying death.

As she turned to head toward her car, one of the men shouted as both men stomped across the field to confront her. “Hey, bitch, whaddya think ya doin’?”

In a move to back up his friend, the second man echoed the words. “Yeah, whaddya doin’, bitch?”

Jaw clenched, blue eyes blazing fury, my mother whirled around. “What am I doing? What the hell did you two think you were doing?”

At close to six-feet tall, the first man glared down at the five-foot-two woman. “Havin’ a bit of fun with some vermin we hit.”  He spit a stream of tobacco juice at her boots, missing by several inches.

Sneering up at them, she said, “Play time is over, boys. If you want to shoot some vermin, try shooting each other.” With the pup held firmly against her chest, Mom marched toward her car.

Flushed red with righteous indignation, the men trailed after her. “Hey, bitch, you can’t come in here and take that pup! He’s ours. We hit ‘im and then we caught ‘im!”

Setting the pup on the back floor board, she turned to face the men with their bows still clutched in big hands. It wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last time, she faced angry men. “For two cents, boys, I would take those bows and shove them where the sun doesn’t shine. This pup isn’t yours. He has never been yours.

“Humans have made life difficult for the wild ones. We’ve cut down the forests, plowed the meadows, and planted houses everywhere. The least we owe them is decency and help when they are injured by us and our vehicles.” She looked them up and down. Nose wrinkled in distaste, she added, “Course you boys wouldn’t know about decency.”

“Who cares, bitch? It just some mangy mutt that nobody gives a damn about and that don’t belong here.” The leader of the two snarled. “Now hand ‘im over and then git yer skanky ass gone.”

Puffed up with bravado, the other man edged in closer to her. “Yeah, give ‘im to us before we haveta take ‘im. You won’t like it if we haveta take ‘im.”

Staring into the anger-twisted faces, my mother smiled a terrible smile as her voice softened. “If you think you’re man enough, try to take him.”

Neither man moved.

Keeping one eye on the men, she locked the passenger side car door then pivoted around and shouldered her way between them, deliberately elbowing them as she passed. She rounded the hood of the car, climbed behind the wheel and, without a glance their way, she backed up and turned around. Loose rocks and dry dirt spun from beneath her tires as she left their yard.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Day of the Deer
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My momma’s a quiet person. The only time I’d seen her raise a hand in anger was when I was ten and came racing from the woods with a bloody nose and yelling at the top of my lungs for her. Some big boys were stoning a broken-wing crow. Momma came running from the large garden that we ate from all summer and part of the winter, too. She passed me as we raced back to where I’d been.

Them boys were still circled around that poor bird throwing rocks at it and poking it with pieces of tree branches. They didn’t know Momma was there till she done snatched one boy by the collar of his shirt and flung him to the side. She was reaching for the second boy when, getting a good look at Momma’s face, those boys made like rabbits out of there, crashing through the woods in several directions.

Momma only stands an inch taller than my four-foot-eleven and at a hundred-ten, I outweigh her by a good five pounds. That day, however, there was something in Momma’s face.... I saw it, too. And as much as I love her, I felt a shiver run over me.

That evening Daddy kissed Momma on the nose, calling her his lioness. Said she never showed her claws unless something needed protecting.

Grandpa laughed. “She’s the only lioness I’ve ever heard of that drags the critters home, then heals ‘em and let’s ‘em go!”

I don’t recall a time when our house didn’t have at least one or two wild or domestic animals on the mend. Daddy and grandpa kept busy on their off days building whatever some critter needed; lots of time they used things like tree limbs and pieces of hollow logs to create what momma called habitats.

While other kids at school talked about how bored they got at home, I was always too busy to get bored what with helping Daddy and Grandpa build stuff or helping Momma take care of whatever animal residents lived with us. Most everyone around them parts knew about Momma and the animals and, sometimes, they’d bring in possums and raccoons and squirrels injured by traps and dogs, cats and cars. The times I liked best were when we had baby animals. Course if they were wild ones, I had to follow what Momma called a protocol so I would be less likely to acclimate them to people. That was hard because I just wanted to hug and cuddle all of them.

The saddest times were when we found the poor things dragging themselves along a ditch or even down the centerline of the roadway. Grandpa brought Gimp, a mongrel dog, home. Truckers down at the truck depot where Grandpa worked had been using the frightened little tan ragamuffin as a target and making bets on who could run him over first. Grandpa cornered Gimp, and threw his jacket over the small dog. Grabbing him up in his arms, Grandpa was rewarded for the rescue by getting bit; but he never let go.

Even Dad occasionally hauled a critter home from one of his trucking routes. The last one was a hawk. The slipstream of the big rig ahead of Dad’s had snatched the hawk as it was diving for dinner along the road shoulder, slamming it into the ground. Wearing heavy leather gloves, Momma examined the redtail. No broken bones, just a few outraged muscles. Two months later, the four of us drove further out into the country to release Redtail. I loved release days. We celebrated successful releases by going out to lunch.

Redtail was the last release Daddy ever did with us. Two weeks later when the brakes on his rig failed, Daddy hit a sharp, West Virginia curve going too fast. A day later the state police finally found Daddy and what was left of his rig at the bottom of a ravine.

After Daddy died, Grandpa gave Momma his old .38 Smith and Wesson. He said the length of the four-inch barrel made it accurate enough to be useful. At the time, I thought even though Grandpa was Daddy’s father—and we’d all been living together since I was born—he should’ve known Momma well enough not to try that. Momma doesn’t like guns. I don’t know why.

I thought for sure Grandpa wouldn’t be able to talk Momma around to his thinking but, like Daddy, he could be what Momma called “mulish”. Maybe that’s why she gave in when for the ten-thousandth time, he insisted she needed to have the gun. “Daggum it, Natalie, what is the matter with you, girl? Whatever happened to make you so skittish and agin guns?” Getting a shrewd look on his face, Grandpa asked, “Somethin’ happen back when you was a kid? Somebody you love got kilt with a gun or maybe just bad hurt?”

Momma jutted her chin out and, for a moment, I thought for sure she was going to whop Grandpa upside his head. “My childhood is irrelevant and you know it, Amos. Guns are for killing. I don’t like killing. That’s why I’m a vegetarian.”

Grandpa had sighed long and hard before he said, “Look, honey, I ain’t gonna be around here forever. You need to be able to protect yourself and Amy. Please, just humor an old man?”

Since then, I’ve wondered if Grandpa somehow knew what was coming. Eight months after Daddy was killed, Grandpa was building a new pen for Stanley, a wild rabbit with a milky film over both eyes when he just dropped to the ground. I overheard Dr. Randolph tell Momma that Grandpa was gone before he hit the ground. Massive heart attack.

For the longest time, Grandpa’s pistol lay on the top shelf of Momma’s closet collecting dust. The only time it was handled was when Momma brought it out to clean and oil like Grandpa’d taught her. But, all that’s why I never expected Momma to do what she did.

Doggone, I’m getting ahead of myself with the telling of this. Momma’s always reminding me that if I want folks to understand, I have to start at the beginning of things. Soo.....

I’d turned twelve the weekend before it happened. It wasn’t like anybody, looking at my bean pole self, could’ve told how old I was what with me still not needing to wear anything under my tee shirts. Mostly, that was okay with me since I had too much to do to worry about what the boys around the area were thinking. That day I was out back of our older brick house. When I’d grabbed a hammer and a plastic jar of nails, Gimp decided he would come along to make sure I did the job right. I needed to finish the plywood shed Momma and me had started building before the fall rains set in.

For the longest time, I had wanted a horse but, grocery store cashiers don’t make a lot of money and the insurance monies that Daddy and Grandpa had left for us had to be stretched to help make two ends meet and cover all the bills, including the ones the menagerie made. It had been what Momma called a ‘hard sell’ because we already had quite the collection of critters and horses were expensive. I knew that from doing some research online. Momma had always been honest with me; and she said she didn’t see how we could stretch our budget much further. Now, climbing between the salvaged boards of the four-rail horse fence, I edged my way toward the bay filly with the white star on her forehead trembling on the far side of the small paddock.

A few days before Momma and I had sat up till the eleven o’clock news come on trying to figure out how we could make-do so we could afford the little filly. I volunteered to wear last year’s school clothes since I hadn’t grown much over the summer. Momma suggested we could eat a few more beans and a few less veggie burgers.

Ever since early spring, Momma had been watching this little filly on old man Hampsen’s place five miles from where we lived. The filly’s field bordered the road Momma took to and from her job at Darrelson’s Grocery. By August, the last weeds in the field had been eaten. Momma said she could see the little horse getting thinner than she already was day-by-day.

By the time the first week of September—the weekend we were to shop for school clothes since school started along with the fall rains—Momma noticed that the bony little filly was already knee deep in muck. In an attempt to act grown-up and like I could handle the responsibility, I hid some of my excitement as I agreed with Momma that something needed to be done right away.

That evening Momma took me with her when she drove our old junker Ford truck into Hampsen’s potholed drive. Though she ordered me to stay in the pickup, I rolled down my window. I clearly heard Momma’s usually soft voice. It wasn’t like she was shouting. There was just something different hidden beneath her words that crisp September evening. It made me glad Momma never got mad. “You can either sell me that poor little horse or, I swear, I’ll call the animal welfare people and keep after them till they’re pounding on your door.”
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