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  Foreword




  AS A CITY DWELLER WHO HOPES ONE DAY TO MOVE TO THE country, I have great admiration for people who have turned this dream into a reality. Month after month I meet farmers, artisans, and homeowners whose passion for living the rural life is an inspiration to me. Writer Steve Coffman is one such hardy soul. As a young married man living in Ann Arbor, Michigan, Steve and his wife, Bobbie, decided to take the plunge: They purchased a rambling 129-acre farm in New York’s Finger Lakes region with house and outbuildings in various stages of disrepair. Over the years, the Coffmans renovated their home and tried their hand at subsistence gardening, raising chickens and livestock, and a host of other skills rarely used in urban areas. Along the way, Steve recorded the ups, downs, and in-betweens of life on the farm.




  In this delightful collection of essays you’ll meet Steve and Bobbie, their children, Zack and Annie, and an ever-changing cast of characters from colorful locals to house pets, farm animals, birds, reptiles, and insects of all shapes and sizes. What struck me most about Steve’s writing was its ability to capture the very essence of country life—the sights, sounds, and smells of the flower-filled meadows, cavernous barns, and winding back roads all vividly portrayed. There is also a healthy dose of humor sprinkled throughout the book (Steve’s parents’ first visit during an infestation of cluster flies comes to mind). Chicken Justice and Other Unexpected Lessons in Country Living may motivate some readers to start searching for their own piece of land, while others may decide to stay put a while longer. Whichever group you fall into, I’m sure you will enjoy these stories as much as I did.




  —Nancy Mernit Soriano


  Editor-in-Chief, Country Living














  Prologue




  The Farm




  IN THE LATE SUMMER OF 1972, WE MOVED FROM ANN ARBOR, Michigan, to a sparse rural area in the Finger Lakes region of western New York, me driving a twenty-foot Ryder rental truck full of our worldly goods, Bobbie alternately leading and following in our beat-up ’64 Buick Electra, her with nine-month-old Zack, his traveling necessities and our neurotic cat Jason.




  We’d both cut our hair for the trip, looking almost as we had when we’d first met six years before, despite all that had changed. In Ann Arbor, my kinky black hair had grown out like a bushy silhouette of asparagus fronds (the only time in my life my hair had ever been remotely “fashionable”). I’d cut it because I didn’t want to affront our new country neighbors before we even got a chance to know them. Bobbie had cut her hair more for summer coolness and style—its walnut brown flow shaped in full bangs across her forehead, following the line of her high cheekbones and oval plain-framed glasses, feathering in downy tufts across the tops of her ears and lovely neck, the tufts brushed prematurely with gray.




  “Little wings—I hate them!” she berated herself. “Every time I cut my hair, I end up with these stupid little wings!”




  I liked them. Just as I liked the strawberry birthmark that splotched the right side of her neck, arm and shoulder. I especially admired the way that she wore the birthmark as just a natural part of who she was, not needing to make it into either beauty mark or blemish, never giving the least thought to concealing it.




  Her forthrightness and joyful buoyancy hadn’t changed a bit. Nonetheless, our dreams and plans had veered dramatically, from expressway to blue-line back road. We’d both always been city people, me from South Bend and Bobbie from Detroit. When first married, our dream had still been to live in San Francisco or New York, or maybe in some large vital college town. We’d hardly considered anything else. I was a burgeoning playwright; Bobbie was working on her doctorate in psycholinguistics—a playwright had to live near theaters, and psycholinguistics was hardly the kind of field where one could simply put up one’s shingle.




  But then, in the spirit of those times, we more and more found ourselves lured by nature and the quest to find our place in it. Our country rides became longer and longer. We began picking shaggy manes and puffballs on a nearby golf course, stalking wild asparagus on abandoned railroad tracks, even trying to grow corn and tomatoes at the end of the oil-soaked gravel parking lot behind one of our apartments.




  When two of our friends, Fritz and Mary, moved to the boonies of Maine and sent us back pictures of their garden and pet pig, we were so vicariously green that we began devouring Strout catalogs and United Farm Agency printouts that described “farmettes,” “handyman specials” and “gorgeous rural acreage.” By the time we helped our friends Ransom and Rosie move to a little farm outside of Nixa, Missouri, and watched their two small daughters Phaedra and Nicole playing barefoot in the barn and the creek, we knew we wanted that for our children, too.




  Bobbie was pregnant with Zack when we camped from Michigan to Maine looking for affordable farmland. Our greatest surprise was the beautiful rolling hills of rural New York, the land prices almost as cheap as interior Maine. The following June, after Bobbie had received a teaching offer from Keuka College, we made a second trip to Yates County and began looking in earnest, staring at the ancient wiring, plumbing and foundations of twenty or thirty former farmhouses, tasting the water, poking in corners and basements, trying to fit one of these dilapidated structures to our meager skills, modest budget and expansive dreams.




  One of the “farms” (which hadn’t actually been a working farm for about ten years) belonged to Ed and Vera Dombroski. Ed told us he’d tried unsuccessfully to sell it several times before, explaining that he’d already ruined one kidney from all his bouncing on tractors, and it still hadn’t been enough for him to make a living without also having to work a full night shift in the boiler room down at Corning Glass, an hour’s drive there and back.




  Being city people, the first thing we looked at was the house, which Ed hardly seemed to care about at all. The rambling two-story farmhouse was built solidly, but very rough: no electricity in the bathroom or heat upstairs; no insulation in any of the walls; a cave-damp dirt-floor basement that—along with the warped, unpainted clapboard siding—housed an amazing array of rodents, wasps, spiders, reptiles, even a few amphibians.




  Yet, outside, the porchlessly utilitarian structure had its amenities: the house framed by forsythias and wild rose bushes, the front yard well shaded by a wild cherry tree, an enormous white ash, and a very old but still vital sugar-pear tree whose branches spread out like tresses of gray-streaked hair, its truck curving and thickening to broad heart-shaped hips. This pear tree reminded me of a marvelously mature woman…not ostentatious, but free-spirited and full of whimsical charm, who would, season by season, be filling her hair with bolts of white flowers, luscious golden baubles, clacking icy dreadlocks, and pillows of snow.




  While it was just a tree, because of its place directly in front of the house, it was also a vivacious greeting…an example of how I hoped we would age.




  After he dutifully showed us the house, Ed Dombroski took us for a long walk over the land, pointing out the various fallen and falling-down outbuildings: horse barn buried under brambles, turkey house half collapsed, maple sugar shack weathered but still solid, two large machine sheds—one needing a new roof, the other needing a new everything, and especially the old barn that was still square, despite the gaping holes in its weathered siding.




  Clearly, Ed had more feelings for the barn than for the house. After pulling a few weeds at the base of the lower barn door and screeching it open on its rusty pulley, he hesitated for a moment to stare into its haunted emptiness, his memories mixing with the pungency of old manure and spoiled hay stuck in cracks between the hand-hewn rafters.




  As soon as we ducked in through the wide, low doorway, we instantly had to duck again because of the dozen or so careening barn swallows that startled and thrilled us with their acrobatic darting and electric…eep eep…warnings as they flashed past our shoulders and faces.




  “Just swallows,” Ed murmured, showing us their numerous mud nests attached to the sides of the split-tree joist beams.




  Ed’s attention was fixed on the old rusted stanchions and the long-neglected milk house. Reaching up to the slanting crotch of a pegged beam, he took down a three-legged plank-top milking stool that he had used as a boy. With a musty sigh, he petted a skinny calico barn cat named Party Girl that came up to him on top of a stanchion rail.




  In contrast to the dank and musty smell of the lower barn, the upper barn was full of light and space and the warm patina glow of old wood. The dry hay dust that we kicked up glittered like tiny diamond flecks in the shafts of sunlight angling down through the broken-board spaces and the small hayloft window near the peak of the cathedral-like ceiling—the same holes that the flock of pigeons had flittered madly out of, abandoning their rafter roosts as soon as we’d climbed the grass slope and stepped into the top section of the barn.




  “Still in pretty good shape. Might be you could use it for something,” Ed said with another kind of sigh, sure that whatever it was we might be wanting this place for it wasn’t going to be farming.




  At last, having shown us every structure, Ed walked us over every field and boundary of the 129 rolling acres of this land that his family had farmed for parts of three generations. Actually, he seemed to be showing it off to us more than trying to sell it. As we pushed through the thigh-high midsummer weeds—fields that he still referred to as corn fields, potato fields and pastures, but that were now rolling waves of mixed grasses and wildflowers, brambles and tiny trees—he rambled on about tiling springs, clearing trees by hand, pulling stumps with horses and ropes. He showed us the stump fences that still stood, as did the huge rock piles that he had once hauled by hand into the hedgerows.




  Ed loved the land; he just couldn’t stand it anymore: couldn’t stand farming it—barely breaking even for all that work; and couldn’t stand not farming it, the barn empty except for memories…the fields fallow and less farmable each year.




  When we expressed our delight at the multitude of tiny maples, knee-high oaks and shagbark hickories, Ed muttered, “Goddarn little trees—took my father and uncles most of two years to clear these fields, usin’ horses and chains. These’re already mostly too big t’ bushhog anymore. Darn little oaks got roots t’ go down twice as far as they are high!”




  We certainly had sympathy for the depths of Ed’s feelings (which seemed to go down at least twice as far as he was high); yet turning a piece of open land back to wild hardwood forest was exactly what we had in mind.




  As we walked, we saw two woodchucks, a red-tailed hawk, a flock of crows in the skeletal branches of a giant dead elm. We scared up a ruffed grouse—which stopped our hearts as it whirred up in a panic practically from our feet. We saw a doe and her fawn—bounding from field to field down the long slope of the back section, their two white tails rising and falling in tandem as we watched them recede and disappear into the lower woods.




  Long before the two-hour walk brought us back to the house, Bobbie and I had exchanged enough grins and wide-eyed looks to know that—God willin’ an’ the crick don’t rise—we were home.




  After a bit of obligatory dickering (we asked that the old upright piano in the house and some stacked lumber in the barn be included), we agreed to the asking price of $29,500, which was a good buy even in those days. And Ed seemed to think it was a good deal for them too.
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  Transitional Cats




  NEITHER BOBBIE NOR I HAD ANY RURAL ROOTS IN OUR knowable family histories. Unless you counted Pete and Stina, the Swedish immigrant parents of Bobbie’s Uncle Arnold, who had a few farm animals near Blue Lake where Bobbie’s family used to go on vacation. Or unless you counted my grandpa Abe, who, as a Jewish immigrant from Lithuania, had built up his junkyard business by driving his horse and wagon across Michigan’s countryside buying scrap iron from farmers.




  Our experiences with animals had been entirely ordinary. Growing up, we’d both had family dogs, a fish in a bowl, an aunt with cats, and a couple of bouts with turtles (mostly lasting about as long as bouts of the mumps or chicken pox—although Bobbie told me she did have one turtle named Trumpcho, a Bulgarian word for “clumsy” that Bobbie’s mother had also often used for her, that lasted for over a year, and that even went with them to Blue Lake in its own little pan of water).




  When Bobbie and I met during our first year of graduate school, Bobbie had already been cohabitating with Jason for several months. Jason was of that all-too-common subspecies: felis cattus campus—a campus cat abandoned by another student at some semester’s end. Bobbie herself had just returned to Ann Arbor after two years and an abandoned marriage in Athens, Greece; and when this homeless, Persiany-bluish wanderer had come meowing in through her apartment window, she’d taken it in and called it Jason, retaining the name even after she discovered its female gender. Jason was not much of a pet, though. Typical of the subspecies, it stayed for the food and shelter, but had little capacity left for affection. Traumatized by its previous abandonment and street-life travails, it spent most of its days hiding warily under the couch or bed, saving most of its functioning for around 4:00 A.M.




  Six years later, when it had finally come time for us to leave Ann Arbor and head out for our new life on the farm, everything had been packed, except Jason, who—in the turmoil over moving—had become even skitsier than usual. In fact, no sooner did Bobbie bring the travel box into view than the old gray thing bolted out of an open window.




  Outside…no sign of Jason…no reply to Bobbie’s most coaxing and mewing calls. This with twelve hours of tandem driving ahead of us in the late-August swelter, hardly an auspicious augury for our nearer-to-nature initiation. At last, after about an hour’s delay, Bobbie finally managed to corner Jason—stuff her clawing and keening body into the travel box, load the box and Zack into our old Buick—and we were off.




  The year before, we’d gotten this car in mint condition from my Aunt Florence and driven all the way up from West Virginia, only then to have it stolen off a Detroit street: stripped, ransacked and left as car carrion in the yard of a burned-out house on the East Side. Necessity alone had emboldened me to face down the hostile “neighbors” who kept muttering, asking me what I was doing…as I had put in a battery, installed an ignition, replaced the ripped-out backseat, picked up from the mud a few possibly salvageable items like Bobbie’s psychology textbooks and Zack’s flattened stroller and then mounted four “new” junkyard-rimmed retreads before limping the poor battered heap back to Ann Arbor.




  You could almost say that the powder blue Buick and Jason were soul mates—the car groaning and rattling in its semirepaired condition, Jason maintaining her terrorized moaning agony all the way from Washtenaw County, Michigan, to Yates County, New York.




  Upon arrival, thrilled but exhausted, we unpacked nothing but Zack’s crib, the cat box, and our own mattress which we moved no farther than the living-room floor.




  I don’t remember what Jason did that first night, but overall she adapted no better to the country than she did to town—spending most of the next seven years as a crotchety, neurotic house cat who lived most of her days hiding under our bed, at night peeing on the houseplants as often as in the cat box, and otherwise proving that she was alive by clawing the furniture or occasionally leaving a half-dead bird, bat or mouse on our pillow. Like her namesake, Jason was indeed a wayfarer, but not exactly of heroic qualities.




  On the other hand, Party Girl was as “country” as a cat could be. Inasmuch as barn cats were widely considered to belong less to a person than to a place, when the Dombroskis left the farm for a house in nearby Dundee, Party Girl stayed with the farm, spending most of her time in the barn where she hunted and received frequent itinerant toms—which was why Vera Dombroski had named her “Party Girl.”




  She was a small and pretty calico and, while we certainly had nothing against her, she rarely interacted with us. We were never quite sure of our responsibilities toward her. “Oh, she just stays in the barn; you don’t need to do anything for her. She’s just a barn cat,” Vera told us in the jolly offhand way of hers. We liked the idea of having a barn cat, not only for the pleasure of dealing with her when we went to the barn, but also for whatever rodent control she was able to provide. Of course, as this had not been a working farm for all these years, the rodent population was not exactly rampant. We guessed that Vera had probably put out cat food for her, and so did we—sometimes on the porch stoop and sometimes in the barn. Most of the time, though, she just left it, preferring to fend for herself. Once in a while she came up to the house, but even then she seldom came up to us or let us pet her. At some point she left; we never even knew exactly when. We felt guilty about it, though. She represented our first contact with an animal in our new environment and we felt as if we’d failed. At least until we saw Vera Dombroski in town one day. When she asked about Party Girl, with sad embarrassment we told her the truth.




  “Well, don’t feel bad. It’s certainly not your fault,” Vera said. “Actually, I kind of expected it. I guess I shoulda told you that. I’d considered maybe keeping her with us but, wherever she is, she’s a lot better off than she’d be in town. Don’t worry—she’s probably already in some working barn down the valley. Which is where I’m sure Ed’d rather be, too!” She laughed. Then with a change of thought she shrugged and widened her button-brown eyes: “Animals are different in the country. They come and they go. You get used to it.”
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  Star




  AFTER SETTLING IN, OUR FIRST TWO GOALS WERE TO COMPLETE a fieldstone fireplace before winter and get a dog. When we went down to the SPCA in Bath, what we wanted was some mongrelly kind of family farm dog.




  Our only restrictions were these:




  Nothing too big. Zack was just beginning to wobble a few steps, and we didn’t want some big frisky thing that was going to tromp all over him.




  A puppy…to avoid another pretraumatized animal like Jason…nothing older than a month or two.




  A male. We didn’t want to have to deal with puppies, and spaying a female before letting her have a litter seemed somehow cruel, especially on a farm.




  A short-haired dog to minimize the mess of shedding.




  Nothing with German shepherd or Doberman in it. I was prejudiced against them—in my teenage door-to-door days of selling encyclopedias and light bulbs I’d had several harrowing encounters with both breeds. Even more, I couldn’t help associating them with the German Gestapo stories I’d grown up with, which I knew was hardly the fault of the dogs, but had nonetheless left me uncomfortable with them.




  Perusing the kennels, we saw quite a number of nice little short-haired male puppies that would have completed the picture perfectly—except that the astoundingly immature and unprofessional SPCA attendant insisted on taking us specially to see a particular dog named Woodchuck: a dog of six or seven months, a long-haired female that looked to be as much German shepherd as anything else.




  The attendant told us how wonderfully friendly this dog was—despite having been abused and abandoned, and already having spent three weeks here in a cage. A terrible shame, we agreed, but…then she actually pleaded with us to take it because this dog had already, in fact, been kept past the prescribed limit and was scheduled for lethal injection at closing time that night.




  We hated this blubbering bleeding heart for trying to blackmail our emotions, stick us for eight or ten or twelve years with a dog that we didn’t want. Not only was this dog almost exactly what we didn’t want; but, after all it’d been through, it was bound to be a neurotic mess besides. Let her take it home!




  And besides, no matter what dog we chose, it was going to mean curtains for some other unchosen dogs. We didn’t want to think about that. Every puppy in the place was cute, in desperate need, and worthy of being saved. If we’d thought we were going to feel guilty about the fate of every dog we didn’t choose, we could’ve just gone to a kennel and bought a little purebred beagle or shorthaired terrier somewhere. Except that we knew that all those kennel dogs were considered to have value, were wanted and would somehow be taken care of, and, in the end, would be no more lovable, loyal or protective than these. The point was that we’d come to save some unwanted puppy’s life and give it a wonderful home, but we also needed to find a pet that we were going to be happy with.




  “That long hair’s going to get all over everything,” Bobbie muttered.




  “Do we look like a couple of saps or something? I hate this!”




  “It’s already big enough to trample Zack.”




  “It’s at least half German shepherd; look at the nose and feet. And we definitely decided on a male, didn’t we?”




  “Honey, we just have to look at this dispassionately, and pick out the dog that’s best for us!”




  On the way back from Bath, we changed Woodchuck’s name to Star.




  Our ultimate decision had had very little to do with the attendant’s softheadedness; rather, it had been the sweet and friendly way that the lively little dog had come right up to the crosshatched cage and pressed her own case. She couldn’t quite get her pointy muzzle to us, but she had certainly licked us nonetheless.




  By the next summer, Star was tall as a shepherd, thick as a mastiff, and already well established as Queen of the Hill. She was as stalwart, brave and loyal as she was huge. She was also immovable…but not a quick learner. Our best guess was that she was about forty percent German shepherd, and equal parts collie, St. Bernard and moose.




  As to our original list of concerns, some were realized and some weren’t:




  Especially as a young brute, she knocked Zack regularly Oshkosh over B’Gosh—if not by jumping, then by overeager nuzzling or with her wildly wagging ropelike tail.




  Not only was she impossibly big and overzealous for the house, but her long, tawny hair shed in softball-sized clumps. As a result, she very soon became an exclusively outside dog.




  In fact, we did allow her to have a litter before getting her spayed, though the experience was not at all what we expected.




  Nor did she prove to be the least bit traumatized or mean as a result of her early misfortunes or German shepherd genes.




  Never once did she growl or snap at Zack—or later at Annie—not even when they pulled on her ears, landed surprise leaps on her as if she were a sofa, pulled open her incredible jaws and stuck in hands, feet, faces…nor even when they hitched her to a wagon or tried to saddle her up. Her patience and ability to withstand pain and indignity were almost equal to her energy and strength.




  The only ones who ever made her growl were the UPS man and Vernon, a boy who lived in the valley and often hunted up on the hill. As for the UPS man, there was just something about that big brown truck; maybe it was just the only thing bigger than she was that entered her territory. And Vernon threw rocks at Star…although, in fairness to him, that may have only been in response to the way she menaced him. I don’t know what she had against Vernon. Maybe, because of his hunting, she associated him with the frightening, ear-piercing noise of gunshots. Or it may have been his smell, as woodsy and unwashed as any fur-trapping frontiersman. Basically, Vernon wore the same clothes in all seasons, the very same—layered vests, flannel shirts and sleeveless hunting coat—even the day after he had walked by the house with a dead possum draped around his neck like a not-quite-ermine collar.




  In any case, as much as she intimidated Vernon and the UPS man, Star never actually went after them. She was, in fact, as fine a watchdog as we could have imagined—unerringly vigilant, an unignorable presence, but never threatening. What she did when we weren’t there I can’t say, but no one we knew ever complained; nor did we ever feel a need to put a lock on the door.




  The only other time I ever saw Star menace a human was after she gave birth to her pups. My back had given out and I had been unable to get out of bed for several weeks. Bobbie told me that Star had made a den in the barn, at the base of a huge haystack that I had previously brought in by hand, or rather with scythe, pitchfork, and pickup truck (undoubtedly a contributing factor to my ailing back). Not wanting to miss the event completely, I forced myself up and, stiff as a board, inched my way out to the barn.




  I’d left an old wagon wheel propped up against the haystack, and, amazingly, Star had dug out a soft den for herself directly behind the wagon wheel. The effect was awe-inspiring: not only the cozy softness of the den, but its fortresslike positioning. In order to get to her pups, an invader first had to get through the spokes of the large wheel, and then they had to get through her! I was taking a very gentle look at the newborn pups. Behind me, Scott Kiklowitz, a very lively school friend of Zack’s, came rushing into the barn without paying any respect to the situation. At that moment my face was within inches of Star’s. I was looking beyond her to the squirming still-wet puppies. Suddenly she bared her teeth and growled in a way that I didn’t recognize. It was not meant for me and it was just a warning, but it was a warning that any living creature in the world would have respected.




  Many times after that, recalling the ferocity of that instant, I wondered all the more at Star’s abiding gentle sweetness and patience. Of all the animals we ever had, Star had about her the greatest sense that she could have been at home in the wild. When she showed up in the front yard with a groundhog or a hunter-discarded deer’s head in her jaws, it amazed me that she also tried so hard to do our bidding. Simply put, it was the realization that she didn’t stay with us for food or shelter, but for love.
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  The Case of the Missing Chicken




  WHEN STAR ATE, SHE WAS GUSTO INCARNATE. THE WORLD stood back! There was almost nothing that she wouldn’t eat, except maybe fruits, lettuce, and the occasional potato. She was the ultimate organic recycler. Spoiled milk, give it to Star. Green cheese, she’ll love it. Moldy bread. Leftover spaghetti. Anything that even smacked of fat, gristle or bone. When Star took on a soup bone or shank bone, she didn’t gnaw on it but crushed it, and when she was finished there was nothing left to bury.




  At first we tried to be careful about what we gave her—until the famous “Missing Chicken Incident.”




  Bobbie had invited for dinner three favorite former students from her Psychology of Women class. They helped us put up an oak crossbeam to shore up a worrisome sag that had remained over our heads since I’d innocently knocked out a load-bearing wall in our “opening up” of the farmhouse’s downstairs. The new oak beam was extremely heavy and hard for the women to hold up while I wedged it in place…making us all feel some combination of “gender liberated” and macho. We celebrated in freewheeling ’60s style. By the time we started getting serious about dinner, we were all feeling a little silly and absentminded anyway, and it got to be pretty much of a joke when we couldn’t find the chicken. Bobbie was quite sure she’d left it on the kitchen table, but it wasn’t there now, nor in the refrigerator or oven, nor in the pantry or living room, in cupboards or upstairs, in basement or bathroom. In fact, it wasn’t in the house.




  Regardless of our frame of mind, we knew perfectly well that we had left a whole large 2½- or 3-pound chicken to defrost on the kitchen table. We ended up having something else for dinner, and the missing chicken was still an unsolved mystery when we shut down for the night.




  We weren’t thinking of Star because we never let her in the house. Even if she had managed to sneak in with the guests, it would only have been for a few seconds before we would have ordered her back out, and certainly we would have noticed if she’d had a whole chicken in her mouth. Nonetheless, in those few seconds that she’d been in the kitchen, she had in fact wolfed down—inhaled—the chicken whole, something that we didn’t discover until the next morning when she upchucked the semidigested mess.




  Prior to this episode, we’d always been very careful not to give Star chicken bones. We’d heard that they could easily splinter and puncture a dog’s innards. But then it struck us that she’d never had the least problem with the frequent groundhogs, rabbits, squirrels and deer parts that she brought into the yard—mostly carrion that came off the road or the leavings of hunters. We knew that she also caught groundhogs and an occasional dreamy rabbit, all of which she ate with great relish and digested perfectly well. In fact, before this three-pound chicken that she’d taken in a single gulp, none of it had ever brought forth more than a healthy burp. Following this assessment of her amazing digestive abilities, we were less careful about giving her chicken bones, or anything else short of roofing nails.
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  Wild Geese




  THE FIRST TIME THE GEESE CAME OVER, WE’D BEEN ON THE farm only for a little over a month. It was mid-September and dramatic changes were everywhere at hand: The week before, we’d had a killing frost and, overnight, nearly every flower, cultivated or wild, had gone brown and flat. The trees were beginning to change and were poised to ignite into a breathtaking blaze of incandescent color. As if nature were suddenly spiking all its energy levels up into the red zone, birds swirled in huge flocks, deer dashed unexpectedly into the road, and squirrels stuffed their cheeks with a panicky sense of purpose.




  Nothing, though, was more dramatic than the geese.




  I was in back of the shed splitting and stacking firewood. Before seeing them, I heard them but didn’t know what I was hearing: a steady yipping in the distance that at first sounded like a pack of dogs. Unlike dogs, though, the sound had a soul-stirring cadence, a modulated throbbing that, for a moment, reminded me of some Apache chanting I’d once heard in Arizona. Leaning on my ax, cocking an ear, I realized that the sound was coming from the sky—and was also gradually becoming louder and more distinct. It was only when my eye and ear met at the wide sweep of the unmistakable V-formation that I hurried into the house and yelled for Bobbie to come out quick.




  It was something we’d seen dozens of times in Natural History and on nature documentaries, but not in life, and never veering toward us. We watched in amazement as the honking V steadily pulsed overhead, the lead goose with its neck straight out, its hard beak piercing the wind, the fifty or so other giant birds splaying off in two straight lines behind it—one off its left wing, the other from its right—forming the powerfully sleek arrowhead that seemed to slice open a piece of sky for them to fly through. In our excitement, we grabbed hold of each other, watching silently until the flock had passed over in its relentless southerly pursuit and disappeared into the horizon, the primal sound trailing off like rumbling thunder after the lightning flash was gone.




  And yet, that first fall, as much as we loved seeing the geese and responded viscerally to their pull—and were madly enthusiastic to jump into everything rural with both feet—we didn’t quite yet have a feel for the dance. Seeing them fly over was a thrill, and the next spring when they flew over again coming north it was another thrill, but these were still detached events, not yet integrated into the rhythm of our lives.




  Sometimes they flew over us so low that we could hear the beating of their wings. Sometimes we watched them struggling into impossible headwinds, seeming to make no progress at all, again and again changing leaders and the tack—the flock opening up to let the leader rest within the protection of the V while another less-fatigued bird came forward to assume the lead—before, at last, they managed to inch forward and pull away. Sometimes we imagined them having risen from some pristine Canadian lake, their wings already having pumped for a thousand miles with another thousand or so yet to go, and wondered at how indomitable and how in sync with the driving ebb-and-flow forces of the earth they were.




  But it took us quite a few seasons, many quickening autumns and regenerating springs, before we realized that the geese were not only part of the spring and fall, but were on their cutting edge—nature’s vanguard—trumpeting heralds proclaiming that summer was gone and winter was in the air, or that another winter was on the run and long live the spring. In September, the earliest-turning sumacs and sugar maples seemed to wave red flags to urge them on; in early April, their northbound magnetism seemed to pull the snowbells and crocuses up out of the slushy earth.




  We began to take tremendous heart from their spring appearance, and to feel not just a thrill but also a note of sadness in their autumnal calling. Eventually, before hearing or seeing them, we began to anticipate their coming, as if they had so insinuated themselves into our internal rhythm that our changes were also marked by their seasonal flights.
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