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To Esther. For inspiring us in a way we never imagined. For making us laugh, smile, and want to be better people. You represent everything good in this world, and we’ll forever be thankful for the day you came storming into our lives.


To all the people who have embraced an Esther-Approved lifestyle, you can do it. The world is becoming a kinder place every day because of people like you.


And to the millions of Esthers around the world that haven’t been so lucky. Slowly but surely the world is waking up; we’re just sorry it’s taking so long.














FOREWORD


It may seem strange to equate a 650-pound pig with a butterfly, but when the pig in question is Esther, I believe the comparison is valid.


Just as chaos theory shows us that the flapping of butterfly wings can cause ripples of change to emanate across our universe and truly alter the path of our lives, so too have those of us who have been drawn into Esther’s spell had our horizons expanded, our preconceptions challenged, and our hearts swollen.


It is not hyperbole to call Esther a phenomenon. She is a truly magical creature, not only in terms of the lives she has touched and the awareness she has raised, but most of all—and this is surely the root of all her other powers—she is just such a beautiful spirit to hang out with.


Like many of her disciples, I became enamored with her initially via her social media presence, and my fascination with her only increased when I made the pilgrimage to the Happily Ever Esther Farm Sanctuary and was granted an audience with the Princess of Porcine.


Of course, the two people whose lives have been most altered by Esther’s magic are her dads, Steve Jenkins and Derek Walter. To say their lives were turned upside down when they adopted what they thought was a teacup piglet would be insulting to understatements. They are now living on and running a farm animal sanctuary and managing a veritable Esther empire that includes merchandise, social media, cruises, and activism for a variety of animal and social causes.


This book picks up where their last left off, and details the realities of suddenly finding themselves living in a freezing farmhouse and in charge of a farm that is rapidly filling up with rescue animals. To say they learn on the job is also an understatement, but what keeps them going is their love for a pig and the way she inspires them and so many other people to make the world a better, kinder place—even when she (spoiler alert) goes through her awkward teenager phase and won’t speak to them for days on end!


This book is a lesson in resilience, grace, and love. The day I spent hanging out with Esther, Steve, and Derek (not forgetting Cornelius the turkey and Reuben and Shelby the dogs) was one of the fondest of my life. This book re-illuminated and reminded me of what it feels like to be a part of the Esther experience in all its shapes and forms, in all its joy and pain, in all its huge implications for how we can change the world, and in all its tiniest moments of purity, such as when you look Esther in the eye and you feel happy she is alive and you have been a part of her life.


—Alan Cumming


January 2018
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Bringing home a new family member can be a life-altering experience. It’s something that should never be taken lightly. It usually happens only after months, sometimes even years, of research and planning. At least it does for any sensible person—something I, Steve, have never claimed to be.


Animals have a way of finding me. Like our dog Shelby, whom we were just supposed to be babysitting, but then her family moved away and never came back. Or our cat Delores, who was the runt in a litter of barn cats a girlfriend brought to my attention. I went to feed the cats once and came home with Delores because the others wouldn’t let her eat.


Yes, it’s a pattern.


So when I got a message about a mini-pig that needed a home, there was only one thing I could do: say yes! Thankfully, my amazing partner, Derek, is never one to shy away from an adventure. But little did we know this was going to be unlike any adventure we had ever been on. Our sweet, tiny, five-pound mini-pig grew up to be a 650-pound, full-sized commercial pig.


Finding out the truth about who Esther was caused us to completely reevaluate who we were and how we lived our lives. Learning to live with a 650-pound pig in our 1,000-square-foot home nearly drove us to our breaking point. There were sleepless nights, heated conversations, and many, many tears. But we soldiered on and challenged ourselves in ways we had never dreamed of before.


We thought we had been through the worst until we started an Esther the Wonder Pig Facebook page that would take things to a whole new level of crazy. Within weeks her page went viral, amassing over one hundred thousand likes in under eighty days. Unfortunately, we lived in a town whose bylaws prohibited us from keeping Esther. Facing the risk of losing her to town officials, we had a serious decision to make: shut down the page and quietly fade away… or get serious about realizing our new dream of opening a farm sanctuary. We knew we could rescue many more “Esthers,” along with other abused and abandoned farm animals that needed a safe-forever home.


Five months after the page began—and less than two years after we met Esther for the very first time—we launched a crowdfunding campaign that raised more than $440,000 to buy the farm in just sixty days.


We had somehow done what everyone told us was impossible. This was our Happily Ever Esther.
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People often think about giving it all up and just moving to a farm. It’s an old cliché. Everything will be wonderful, they think. And in theory, sure—it sounds great. Waking to the melodious sounds of birds chirping, breathing in fresh air as you sip your morning coffee on the porch and watch the livestock frolic. (Here’s where the comedic record scratch would sound, to emphasize how wrong your theory would be.) The realities of actually closing up shop on the life you’ve always known and moving to a farm—when, by the way, you have never actually been a farmer—are frantic, crazy, and potentially insane.


So, of course, that’s what we did.


At first, none of the realities had sunk in quite yet; that would take a few more hours. And then deeper realities about the magnitude of what we’d committed to would sink in over the next few days, weeks, and months. But they couldn’t possibly set in yet, because there was still no normalcy. So we were just going with the flow, moment to moment, not even in the same area code of realizing what we had just done.


There we were, being greeted by friends and strangers, in the middle of an extremely surreal situation. I mean, let’s be real, how many people move into their new home with a party for them already taking place? That was us. (We rarely do things without some sort of flourish.)


When we first arrived at the farm, we had tons of guests on our property, milling about with wide eyes and big smiles, all there to welcome us to our new home. While we’d never moved to a farm before, we had previously changed homes, and that change had certainly never come with an army of well-wishers.


All the fanfare and excitement made it impossible to really think about anything but what was happening in the moment. And that first moment was all about introducing Esther to her new home: a seemingly immeasurable farm.


But let’s pause to set the scene: It was the first time Esther had been on the farm, finally getting her first look at this enormous playground. Esther was no longer our (admittedly poorly kept) secret, hidden away in a suburban home. Now she finally had some room to move, to get her groove on. We just hoped it wasn’t too much for her. (Or us.)


While Esther was a bit shell-shocked at first, the comforting presence of Shelby, who helped guide her off the trailer and into her new pasture, seemed to put her at ease. We took Esther on a full-perimeter tour of the pasture, Shelby and our other dog, Reuben, on either side of her. And even though we were surrounded by all those guests, in that moment it felt like it was just us. Our little family of five: Derek, Esther, Shelby, Reuben, and me. (And of course the cats, but they weren’t going to tour the farm; they still had their knickers in a twist about the move. Something about the feline disposition doesn’t immediately take well to being uprooted.)


I remember searching Esther’s face to see if I could read her mind or know what she was thinking. Was she happy? Did she like the pasture? Had we done well? There was definitely a spring in her step and that familiar smile on her face, which comforted me no end. After all, this whole venture was entirely for Esther’s sake. We really needed her to like it. And she seemed to, which was a relief.


In a heartfelt if slightly awkward speech, Derek and I thanked everyone for being there. We were truly grateful for the support, but, to be honest, we also wanted the party to be over. I know that sounds terrible; people had come a long way to “see us in.” (Is that the correct term? I know when you’re going away, people “see you off,” but this was the opposite of that.) They’d all traveled from far and wide, and we certainly appreciated it. But there we were, checking our watches and waiting for them to leave. It sounds a bit harsh, but I think anyone in our situation would have felt the same. This whole process was incredibly overwhelming. We had a lot to do. Derek even had to make one last trip back to our former home, in Georgetown, to get the last of our belongings, and he couldn’t leave until all these people did.


Granted, this had been our idea. We’d welcomed people to witness our first day really taking over the farm, particularly Esther’s first steps at her new home. But if you’ve ever made a big move, you know how physically and emotionally exhausting it can be, and that feeling was (at least) tripled for us. We needed time to ourselves, to get centered, to get our plans together and figure out what we’d gotten ourselves into.


By the time it was just us again, it quickly became just me. Derek was en route to Georgetown, and I was at the farm virtually alone. When we moved from Georgetown, we planned to let Esther decide whether she’d continue to sleep in the house or become a barn pig, and Esther had made her decision clear: she and the dogs had fallen asleep in the house. So I was free to explore the new place entirely by myself. It was a very rare moment of total solitude, and it was amazing. I had time to really take in the day and (of course) overwhelm myself with my own thoughts. Things got more and more frightening as I let my mind wander, so I poured myself a glass of wine and took a few deep breaths, trying to remain calm and visualize what this new life would be.


I walked out to the barn and around the silo. After a while of fantasizing, I realized it hardly seemed fair for me to just be relaxing at the farm while Derek was working like crazy at the Georgetown house. So I went back into the house and tried to put some boxes away. It was the least I could do.


When Derek returned, he somehow found the energy to unload the rest of our stuff from the truck. We put our mattress in the sunroom and tried to move the boxes to the locations where we’d be unpacking them, to make life easier. (You know the feeling on the back end of a big move: you just want to drop every box in the closest open space. Tempting, sure, but it just makes things much more challenging later on.)


By the time we finished moving the last box, Esther was already on the mattress, happily snoring away. Can’t say we were surprised.


It was tough winding down from such an excitement-filled day. We didn’t have TV or internet service yet. It was just us, our dogs, and our cell phones on the couch, a pig in our bed. Our property had come with a mobile home where the daughter of the previous owner had lived with her husband, and we had put the cats in there for the day, because we knew people would be going in and out of the house, moving in the boxes and furniture, and the doors would be constantly open. We figured it would be safer to tuck the cats over there, so they could at least be out of their travel crates and explore the mobile home. When we finally decided to go to sleep, I wound up sharing the bed with Esther, while Derek slept on the couch.


Waking up the next morning was surreal. For starters, I was in a sunroom on a mattress with a pig. But it was my first morning in these new surroundings, and I was startled when I opened my eyes. It took me a minute to regroup and remember: Oh yeah, we bought a farm. We live here now. There’s Derek with one leg hanging off the couch. This is our new life.


When we woke Esther up, we already had breakfast (pig kibble and fresh produce) waiting for her in the kitchen. Once Esther was satiated, the three of us went for a walk. It was our first walk as a family without crowds of well-wishers watching Esther’s every move, and she had a real jump in her step. We didn’t go too far, but enough to let Esther wander. It was all so new, and she wanted to dig up everything in sight. We let her go places we hadn’t gone the day before, such as into the field and into the forest. That’s where she was really excited to dig. It was pretty special just watching her explore, imagining all the things we’d do and build. The future.


But the fantasizing was short-lived. We brought the cats into the house, and they were skittish. We’d see a blur of orange every now and then as a cat ran past. They might have thought we were going to catch them and take them away again. They were exploring every nook and cranny of the house, but the minute you walked into the room they’d duck and run for cover. It took them awhile to realize this was their new home and everything was okay. Our dogs get separation anxiety, so they stuck by us at all times for the first week.


Also, the work had to start. There’s so much to do when you move to a new space—especially one that’s been unloved for such a long time, as our new home had been. The barn was filthy and needed to be addressed, but the most pressing issue was that the farm had no adequate fencing. There was an existing electric fence, but it didn’t work. We knew we would be getting a horse and a donkey soon, and we had to have fences in place by then.


This was all new to me. I’d never built a fence before, let alone an electric one, but Derek seemed to understand what was going on. We made a Hail Mary plea to a couple of friends to help us, and with their assistance we replaced the existing electric fence with new and working materials. Luckily, the property had come with a couple of rolls of heavy-gauge wire, which got us started. We had to use T-bars to mount the fence, because we didn’t have time to get wood posts into the ground. The sellers had also told us that digging would be difficult because of all the rock. So using the metal T-bars was the quickest and easiest way to get something up rapidly.


I know the idea of an electric fence might sound cruel at first, but it doesn’t hurt when you get shocked. Believe me: I’ve tried it. Imagine one of those gag-buzzers that you get as a toy to zap someone. It’s just surprising, not painful. It scares you, but it doesn’t hurt. I’d never put my animal family through anything I wouldn’t do myself. We’d truly never do anything that might hurt one of our animals. And they learn really quickly; after they’re zapped once, they don’t try their luck again. The fence exists for their protection, to keep them from wandering off to somewhere dangerous. I’m thrilled that we found a process that worked well and was, and is still, completely safe for everyone.


The barn was a disaster. We had known that going in, but knowing it doesn’t make you feel any better when you consider the work ahead of you. We would have more animals arriving soon, and we had to get the barn ready right away. So the fence and the barn were our top priorities—our house would wait.


There were spiderwebs in the barn that were so thick you could jump on them and they’d hold you like a net. It looked like a horror movie set. I’ve never seen anything like it. Taking down those spiderwebs was the stuff of nightmares.


Upstairs in the hayloft, there was a ton of old hay with burrowed tunnels through it. We didn’t know what lived in there. Raccoons? Possums? The ghosts of farmers past? So we were slowly and carefully rooting through that, unsure of what or whom we might find. We fully expected that a raccoon might jump out and latch onto our faces, but all we found was a big pile of poo. This all had to go, so we could get fresh hay ready for the animals.


Oh, and you know how we mentioned we had a horse and a donkey arriving soon and thus the need for the fence? Now, we were also expecting four new pigs and needed a place to secure them—and fast. We were literally twisting the last piece of wiring on their fence as the trailer transporting the new arrivals (Bobbie, Dan, Leonard, and Bear) pulled into the driveway.


But let’s back up. How did we go from a horse and a donkey to four more huge commercial pigs in the time we were still building a fence? Good question. We’re glad you asked it—or, at least, we’re going to pretend you did.


We’d been contacted by a woman named Mary who ran a rescue organization in Ontario. Mary was friendly with a lady named Tara, who ran a sanctuary on the border of Quebec. Tara’s sanctuary apparently had fallen on hard times, mostly because Tara was in her late seventies, and she was having trouble managing it all. She might have had a smoothly running operation at some point, but she’d been doing this for thirty years, her husband had passed away, and she was now totally on her own. She didn’t have regular help or any kind of volunteer base.


Tara, however, wasn’t ready to admit it was time to hang it up. It was other people in the rescue world who were complaining to animal control about her, which rang alarm bells for Mary. If animal control got involved, Tara’s animals would either go to market or be killed. So Mary was desperate to find a new home for four pigs and three cows. (Oh, right. We’d also be getting three cows. This is apparently how things go.)


Mary found us online, as most people do, and sent us an email via our website. At the time, our website was still directly connected to my phone, so I got her email right away. If that email came in today, we’d go through a series of questions first: Is it a farmed animal? Whom else have you spoken to? Are we the last resort? Is there anything we can do to fix the situation so the owners don’t have to get rid of the animal? If after that, all answers still seem to point to us, the decision then goes to the board. They have to give their final blessing before we agree to take the animal. 


(A brief aside: I’m on the board, so I get a say, but ultimately Krista and Susan can outvote me anytime.) We’ve known Susan for years, and she’s married to another good friend of ours named Ray, whom I first met when we started working in real estate together. Susan is a businesswoman in her own right, and she had spent a ton of time volunteering for various organizations and sat on other boards. This would be her first farm sanctuary, but she had all kinds of experience that Derek and I didn’t. That’s the kind of person we knew we needed to surround ourselves with, so Susan was a natural choice. Krista had come into our lives only after Esther burst onto the scene in 2014. She works for Mercy for Animals, one of the largest animal rights organizations in the world. She’s got a larger-than-life personality, and she’s ridiculously knowledgeable in all things animal rights. We quickly became great friends with Krista and her husband, Nigel, so she too was a natural choice when it came time to create our own board of directors.


But back then, during the Tara situation, we hadn’t put any processes in place. So I emailed back and said we could talk about it. After a few exchanges, I said, “Okay, we’ll make it work.” I’d never even met a cow before, so I was excited about that. Of course, we weren’t settled or organized, and we weren’t equipped for more animals. But we had a farm, and dammit, I wanted to take the animals.


As soon as people got wind that we were taking these new animals—this is a very gossipy business, and word gets around fast—people started sending us messages about how terrible they believed this Tara person to be. It was upsetting, to say the least. We weren’t hearing from a bunch of people rallying to support this poor woman who had dedicated her life to helping animals—they were attacking her behind her back, and it struck us as really mean.


At some point Derek and I will need to retire, and I know running a sanctuary is a double-edged sword. For now, I love helping animals so much, I can’t imagine wanting to stop. But there are days when Derek and I are exhausted. I do want to walk away at some point and know that we have a retirement fund, and I hope we can do that while we’re still young enough to enjoy it.


Presumably, this woman didn’t consider or plan for her retirement. She’d just kept on trucking along until she couldn’t anymore. People who run animal sanctuaries can forget that at some point they’re not going to be able to do all the things they need to do. It’s all fine and good to dedicate your life to saving animals, but everybody needs an exit plan. And if they don’t have one, they just become part of the problem they dedicated their life to fixing. All of a sudden there are dozens, sometimes hundreds, of animals that need a home urgently, all because the sanctuary where they live is closing unexpectedly. It can happen for any number of reasons. Sometimes it’s poor financial planning, underestimating the costs involved. Or it can be an inability to do the labor required to maintain the farm and its residents. Or sometimes the caregiver/owner passes away, leaving an unwilling family member to take over.


When these things happen, remaining sanctuaries are often called upon to step in and take the animals, but sometimes that’s not possible without putting their own farms in financial peril. It’s a vicious cycle, and, sadly, not every displaced sanctuary animal finds a new home. Sometimes they end up back where they came from, at an auction on their way to market.


Derek and I are unwilling to let ours become one of those sanctuaries, so we began putting the pieces of our eventual “Departure Plan” in place the minute we arrived on the farm. We hope it’ll be decades before it needs to be put into action, but it’s really nice to know there are plans in order in the event something unforeseen ever happens.


So, we understood the strong feelings about the Tara situation, but we weren’t going to get caught up in the gossip and bad-mouthing. And we were going to take those animals off her hands.


We used Esther’s Army, our web page for activism, to recruit some help. Esther’s Army had started out as a page to promote our crowdfunding campaign, but by now we’d morphed it into our home base for a more direct form of activism (to rehome animals, campaign against pig-wrestling events, and so on). We posted about the animals needing rescue and asked if anyone could help transport the pigs. One supporter offered a trailer and then coordinated the pigs’ transportation, picking them up from Tara’s place and bringing them to our farm. It was a long drive, something like seven hours, which was amazing of the volunteers to do, and it was also hard on the pigs.


We decided to keep Esther in the house during their arrival so she wouldn’t see what was going on. She was already a bit out of sorts from our move—she was in a new space and had no idea what was happening or why we were there—so the last thing she needed was to see four interloper pigs on her new turf. Esther’s sweet as can be, but all animals (including humans—humans most of all, one might argue) have their territorial moments.


Before the pigs arrived, we took Esther on her walk, fed her, and got as many chores out of the way as we could. That meant cleaning stalls, finishing fences, and doing whatever else we could with the time we had. Having cleaned out the mess of all the old hay that came with the farm, we had bought new hay, and we needed to put it away. We plugged in the hay elevator and were astonished to find that it worked. We managed to get all the hay in place before the pigs arrived.


When the trailer pulled up and we opened the door, all four pigs were scared and hiding at the other end of the trailer. We quickly realized that there was no ramp, and a frightened pig was not going to step down a foot and a half into unknown territory. How do you build a ramp? We weren’t quite farmers yet. And we certainly had no ramp-building experience. We were two guys from the city, faking it as we went along. So we “built” a makeshift ramp using a bale of hay, some plywood, and a wood crate (and hoped to God it would work). Seeing the pigs all terrified and huddled as far back as they could go in the trailer, we just felt awful. I loved them already—you fall in love with them the minute you meet them. And you know they’ve arrived in the best place they could possibly go, but in the moment, they don’t know that. They have no idea what the hell is going on.


Once the ramp was set up, we coaxed them out one by one. Bear, the black-and-white pig, was the first to venture forth. He tentatively stepped onto the ramp, one leg, then another, then the back legs. But one of his back legs fell through the plywood! (These are not lightweight animals.) Fortunately, Derek and I were standing on either side of Bear, so we lifted him back up. He’d fallen only about six inches, but to a pig on a ramp in an unknown space, it might as well have been three floors. He briefly got stuck and panicked, but we got him down and soothed his nerves with treats.


Once Bear was out, the rest followed suit. (We’d put down a few more layers of wood in this learn-as-you-go experiment.) Then we just let them walk around and get comfortable. We gave them all treats, then got them into their stalls.


We noticed Bear was having trouble with the back leg, and we felt terrible. Here we thought we’d injured him in the first five minutes!


We later learned that we had misread the situation, but the reality still turned out to be concerning. About two weeks after Bear and his buddies arrived, we noticed he was still sitting outside when the three other pigs had come back in. Obviously, something was wrong. We wanted to close the barn for the night and were trying to force Bear to get up, but he just wouldn’t stand. Once he finally did, it was clear he was having a really hard time walking.


The next morning our vet came to see Bear and diagnosed him with what seemed to be a terrible case of arthritis. The vet said, “He’s gone lame.” It was a failure in the back end, and both legs gave out. We put him on pain meds, but it kept progressing to the point where he wouldn’t get up at all. The last time he went down, he (thank goodness) happened to be in the barn. He just lay down and has never gotten up again.


While that might sound sad, he has a TV in his stall (yes, really), and a masseuse visits him once a week. I know that sounds quirky. It wasn’t that we thought, Oh, we must hire a masseuse for this pig! It just worked out that way. My mom’s neighbor has a daughter who did equine therapy, and she mentioned that maybe she could help the pig. To be honest, it hasn’t done anything to help the issue, but who wouldn’t want a weekly massage? I know I’d like one! So we keep it up. Derek spends three hours a day with Bear. He’s in great spirits. He’s got his favorite TV shows. Sedentary life for Bear is still pretty good.


The emergency fencing worked until spring, when the pigs started lifting the entire fence and T-bars right out of the muddy ground. At that point, we realized we’d eventually have to put wood posts into the ground no matter how hard it was to dig. But we weren’t there yet. We’d just gotten the new pigs settled, and now we had to take a look at our house.


We loved the farm and the idea of what it would become, but truthfully, when we purchased it, the house was a disaster. It had hideous wallpaper, a slope in the floor (you could put a bottle down on the floor on one side of the room and it would beat you to the other side), and the staircase was no more than two feet wide. It was basically a ladder. And there was old teal-blue carpet that was just… tragic.


When we moved in, we were between seasons—not quite winter yet, but not quite still fall. It would snow, then melt, then rain, then get cold, making the surrounding terrain a sludgy mess. People were in and out during the move, animals were in and out as they explored their new digs, and all of this activity was tracking in mud. Mud + ugly teal carpet = a very bad situation. Granted, this might have been a nice touch from Esther’s point of view (“Love the new place, Dads!”), but living in a pigpen was not part of our plan when we bought the farm.


The house had apparently been built in stages, which resulted in a plethora of issues we would soon discover. The layout of the house includes the “older than Christ” main house, which is where the dining room, master bedroom, and bathroom are; the upstairs, which is where we’d end up running the Esther Store that first winter; the kitchen, with stairs to the cellar; and a door to an attached (uninsulated) shed that has become the laundry room.


Additionally, there is a sunroom (where our mattress was) and a living room off the kitchen, each room clearly having been added at different times, like a haphazard (emphasis on “hazard”) patchwork quilt, with no central heating system at all. And then, as luck and winter would have it, we had our first snow. Pipes froze. The dishwasher froze. We froze.


To heat the place, the previous owners had used big electric radiators that looked like white suitcases, along with two fireplaces, neither of which were up to code. Even with the radiators cranked, the house was still freezing, bringing back memories of the most brutal winter storms on a full-time basis. This was the only time in my life I hoped to be the “second man in” for the bathroom in the morning, for no reason other than that the toilet seat wouldn’t be a rind of ice. (I love many more obvious things about Derek, but warming up the loo for me—intentionally or otherwise—is right up there.)


The house was glacial. It got so bad we considered moving everything to the mobile home and just living there, because it at least had a furnace. Imagine that for a minute: two guys, two dogs, two cats, and a 650-pound pig living in their mobile home on the farm. Classy.


Ultimately, it got so cold that we started to use one of the fireplaces, even though our insurance company had told us not to. Esther quickly realized that when the fire was lit, it was the warmest place in the house, so the floor in front of the fireplace became her favorite place to sleep. Once we realized she’d abandoned her bed for this new location, we moved her blankets and mattress over there.


We were starting to settle in. Then, a pipe burst. Of course it did. Why should we have a single moment of peace, albeit freezing peace? The pipe was at the exterior wall of the basement, and to fix it would require someone to brave the crawl space, which no one wanted to do. It was a shallow, messy, terrifying, claustrophobia-inducing area—I was half-convinced bodies were buried under there. “It’s like a scene out of a horror movie,” I told Derek. “Dirt floor, wild rodents, and spiderwebs that rival the human-catching ones in the barn!”


Derek braved the crawl space. (Let’s add that to the many reasons I love him. Better put it even higher on the list than toasting up the toilet.) But this wasn’t a one-time event. The pipes burst again and again. So while Esther was still out of sorts from the move, now we were also feeling out of sorts. (The cats and dogs were fine. The cats were skittish at first but got used to the new place, and the dogs were already thriving.) So each time a pipe burst, we gritted our teeth and made another temporary fix—once we’d decided whose turn it was to confront the Crawl Space of Certain Death. We started using heat-trace tape on the pipes to faux-insulate them, but we finally wound up running two space heaters in the crawl space for the rest of the winter.


By the way, if you’re thinking, Steve, don’t you know real estate?! Don’t you know houses? Didn’t you see this coming? Well… yes and no. Sure, a first glance at the place told me we had a fixer-upper on our hands. And of course I figured there’d be a surprise or two—that’s common in any older structure, much less a place like this. But no, I didn’t realize it would be anything like this.


Blame our desperate need to get out of the old house, my excitement about finding a place where we could care for animals, and everything related to those issues. Things happened fast. I was a bit blinded by my passion for our mission. You can see how that can happen. I wish I’d been more prepared for the challenges we’d face, but hey: sometimes you just have to forge ahead and hope for the best.


While all this logistical stuff was happening, and while we were trying to ensure we didn’t freeze to death, we were also trying to make sense of our crazy new life: a farm, a hay elevator, and a tractor. You know, agricultural stuff. Here’s the problem: We didn’t know agricultural stuff. Not in the slightest. We had no clue how to use this equipment, but we suddenly had to learn—and fast. I’d never even been close to a tractor, let alone driven one. So we had a John Deere representative come out to help us get the tractor moving. I asked the rep to give me a lesson, which was not part of his job description, but he was kind enough to give me the most basic of basic visual lessons. He pointed to different things and gave various instructions, none of which I was retaining, but I tried to follow along as best I could.


“You put this shifter here and this shifter here,” he explained. “This moves you forward and this moves you back.” He showed me how to start the tractor and shut it off. And then he left me to it. He didn’t even wait for me to try it—he was just gone. I can’t really complain; he’d gone above and beyond the call of duty. But I still felt as if I were on a commercial jet where the pilots had just gotten deathly ill, and suddenly I was being asked to land the thing. Better start your prayers now, passengers.


The tractor has eighteen forward gears and six backward gears. Pretty wild, huh? So you have to pick your speed and your gear. I, of course, put it in the fastest gear and full-out drove from one end of the farm to the other, not realizing I was tearing up the lawn. I was bouncing like crazy (these things don’t have good suspension), and I drove around like an absolute fool.


It had snowed a few inches the night before. Not enough that I would ever dream of getting a shovel and manually clearing our driveway had we still been in Georgetown, but on this particular day, I had a new toy at my disposal. And it just happened to have a blade on the back that looked perfect for removing snow. I decided to flex my farmer muscles and show Derek that I could clear a nine-hundred-foot driveway of a dusting of snow in under 3.5 minutes.


Little did I know that the blade thingy has variable height settings, and the one I selected was not the one I should have chosen. In my excitement, I neglected to notice that most of what I was clearing off the driveway was gravel. I had removed almost the entire top layer, exposing the tops of big rocks, and had amassed a really nice eight-inch mound of gravel on the side of the driveway. Derek was working in the barn, so he was unaware of what I was doing, and at first I was also completely unaware that I was drastically reducing the driveway grade. Once I realized it, I knew that when Derek saw what I’d done, he wouldn’t be impressed.


I tried to fix it by pulling the gravel back where it had been, but the wheels of our tractor were wider than the blade, so I couldn’t get all the gravel without driving in the ditch. I admitted defeat and prepared for the “What the hell were you doing?” speech that I knew was on its way.


To this day we have a lovely little gravel berm the whole length of our driveway, as a reminder that I basically have no idea what the hell I’m doing out here. These are things that can be learned only through experience, which we did not have. We were clearly about to experience a lifetime’s worth of firsts.
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