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	To my friend, Connie Anderson
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	That I emerged relatively unscathed from all the various (mis)adventures at my hobby farm with my sanity more or less intact is a testament to the help of my neighbors, John and Diane, and my friends, Connie Anderson and Tom Collopy. After each new traumatic happening, I fired off frantic emails to Connie and Tom, usually beginning with some variation of the words, “You will never believe what just happened...”


	Connie commiserated with me, although I suspect she laughed when she read each email. Tom, ever pragmatic, invariably suggested that I invest in a shotgun, following up with, “You should just sell that place, and move to town where there’s less wildlife.” 


	I’ve thought about doing just that, until my attention is once again diverted to mopping up after the latest unfortunate incident. Here’s to my friends—I’m glad I could make you laugh.


	 




 


	 


	 


	[image: ]


	 


	Lions and tigers and bears and rabid bats, oh my! Well, okay—maybe there aren’t any lions and tigers marauding through my property, but rabid bats and bears? Definitely. 


	I’m pretty sure there’s been at least one big, furry teddy bear traipsing about near my house with nary a care in the world. My dogs could tell you all about it—if they could talk And it wouldn’t be the standard, “Woof-woof-rooo-wrrooof!” but instead would sound more along the lines of “Holy crap! What is that thing? It’s a huge friggin’ bear! Not gonna think of chasing that sucker.” Anyway, that was my interpretation the night the dogs would not set foot off the front steps, but stared into the woods, growling, with hackles raised. If they were scared, I thought it might be a good idea if I was scared, too. We retreated with haste into the house, and I secured the deadbolt for good measure.


	Before you decide I simply have a vivid imagination, there really are bears around here. I read about it in the local paper a week after our almost-encounter—a black bear was spotted in the regional park right across the road from me. It’s not much of a stretch to think he gamboled across the road and hung out in the woods by my house. Not to mention my dogs have never reacted that way to any of the other wild critters around here—raccoons, foxes, coyotes, opossums, skunks, and whatever else is lurking out in the tall grass in the pasture—those are considered fair game. Nothing has ever scared my dogs, not until that night. 


	The rabid bat made its foray into my life on an idyllic summer afternoon as I happily lolled away the day in my hammock, reading a book. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of something large and black passing up and over me. Looking up from my book I thought, Man, that’s a huge butterfly, when it suddenly executed an aerial U-turn and flew back towards me. Then I identified it—the exposed needle-sharp fangs and beady black eyes were a big tip-off. It winged its way right at me. I rolled off the hammock and hit the ground running for the safety of the enclosed back porch, where I cowered in fear, looking out the windows in search of the bat. In my book, high noon on a sunny, hot summer day plus a flying bat equals rabid. For the next few days, I brought a broom whenever I went outside, fearfully scanning the sky in case it decided to come back.


	My house is surrounded by ponds, and is tucked into the woods near the end of a gravel road. It’s the home where I grew up, and this area hasn’t changed much over the years. It’s still rural, although other nearby areas have been built up into the requisite tiny cookie-cutter quadrants of suburbia. Progress, my ass.


	Back when I owned a house in one of those same miniscule lots in a suburb, I tried to make it as wild as possible, to bring a little bit of the country into the city. It’s built into my genetic code—I’ll always be a country girl. When my parents passed away, I inherited the house and part of the land, while my brother got the other half. I was excited to move back to a more rural setting, and be more up-close-and-personal with the wildlife. I didn’t realize until later just how up-close-and-personal it really would be.


	Here in the country is where the deer and the buffalo play. Ahh, yes, my little slice of heaven is a veritable paradise. That’s what I thought.


	When I moved back to this property, I got two dogs to protect me in my new home out in the hinterland. Ask me how that worked out, and I’ll tell you in a bit. Once I settled in, it took no time at all for me to accumulate a number of farm animals. After all, I live on what would be considered a hobby farm, so why not get some livestock? It seemed the thing to do.


	First came a few chickens. However, it might have been a good idea to first have a coop to put them in upon arrival. A small oversight, easily rectified, to the eventual tune of several thousand dollars. When I build a coop, I don’t go halfway, I go all in. The Coop de Ville came into existence, and the chickens lived in the lap of luxury.


	Then, since the chickens were such a joy, I bought two miniature horses. I had wanted a regular-sized horse to ride on the trails in the nearby regional park, but for once I realized maybe I should start small and work my way up since I didn’t know much about horses. At first it was fun. Now when people ask me what my mini horses, Misty and Sunny are good for, I say, “Eating hay and making manure.” I conveniently leave out that they eat lots of hay—which leads to lots of manure.


	To my dismay a few months after I got them, I realized mini horses would make a delectable repast for the hordes of coyotes infesting my property. I didn’t make the connection until about eleven one morning, when I noticed a large coyote stalking the mini horses in the pasture. I watched as he made a circuit up and then down the trail, where he stopped and stared at something I couldn’t see. This went on for at least five minutes until at last he left. The mini horses cautiously emerged from the corner of the fenced-in area where he had trapped them. I realized I needed to get a guard animal for them, since my dogs were hopeless in that respect. Soon after, a llama and several alpacas joined the burgeoning herd. Llamas are used as guard animals for livestock, especially sheep. I figured they would do just as well protecting my mini horses. 


	Well, I obviously hadn’t thought all of this through because having animals, particularly in the cold and snowy winter, meant I had to feed them at least twice a day. At the time, my job required I be on the road by 5:30 a.m., which meant I had to schlep out to feed the animals even earlier. I had to walk several hundred feet in the pitch-black darkness with coyotes, along with the other unholy spawn lurking out there, watching my every move. I was scared to death, every single time. But my animals had to eat, and I had to conquer my craven nature and get the job done. It’s no wonder my hair went prematurely grey.


	The animals had to be fed twice a day no matter what; even when I was sicker than a dog and could barely move. One winter I caught a nasty stomach flu, so bad that I put my pillow and blankets on the floor of the hallway and slept there so I was close enough to crawl weakly into the bathroom. I lay there for three days, unable to eat and able to keep down only sips of water. Do you think I got a day off from taking care of the animals? No. I didn’t. I remember shuffling out to feed them, bent over like a ninety-year-old woman, clutching the hay to my stomach, trying valiantly not to throw up. After what seemed like hours, I made it all the way to the fence where I made the massive mistake of energetically hurling the hay over the fence line. This motion made me immediately hurl over the fence as well. I collapsed on the snow, and lay there for twenty minutes in the fifteen-degree cold and wind before I had the strength to get upright and stagger back to the house. To their credit, the mini horses did gaze at me with mild concern while they munched. 


	I’ve been back here in the country thirteen years, and I still love being able to walk down to the dock on my back pond and watch the ducks and geese. I enjoy having coffee on the front step first thing in the morning, and being dive-bombed by hummingbirds demanding I fill their damn feeder, now. Eagles, hawks, and trumpeter swans have appeared in the sky over my house. I don’t even mind the garter snakes that slither across the sidewalk right in front of me.


	 I’ve always loved animals—as long as they aren’t stalking me from the underbrush.
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	The very first time I came face-to-face with a coyote, I went to investigate what was riling up my dogs. Shay, my Flat-Coated Retriever, had been barking at the edge of the yard, where a path leads down the hill to the back pond, while her daughter, Rosebud, ran back and forth like one of those games at the fair, where you shoot at the moving ducks.


	I moseyed over and asked my dog what she thought was so darn interesting before I turned my attention to whatever it might be, and thought, Uh oh…that’s a coyote.


	Mr. Coyote and I were eye-to-eye, not ten feet apart. He stood on the path while I remained frozen at the edge of the woods. He took a moment or two to coolly look me over while I hyperventilated. And then, Poof! Gone like the wind. Those suckers can run faster than anything I’ve ever seen. Zero to sixty in 3.0 nanoseconds. No lie.


	This was the first time I had far-too-intimate contact with a coyote. I’ve since gotten up-close-and-personal a few too many times for my own tastes, but what are you gonna do? Tell them to get lost? Actually, I do that now, every damn time I see or hear one of the furry bastards. My neighbors (and thank god none of them are closer than a quarter mile and can’t see my house) must find me highly amusing when I yell at the coyotes.


	I used to like coyotes, and thought it was neat that they lived in my woods and pasture. I’m a real nature lover, and all the wild critters in my vicinity were reason to celebrate. That’s what I used to think. Now I have a few more years of wild kingdom incursions under my belt, and many times I’ve felt as if I’m under siege. As a woman with no manly testosterone-charged backup in my life, I’ve had to learn how to defend my animals and myself. 


	At first I thought I’d carry a 12-gauge shotgun when I went out to feed my mini horses and chickens before the crack of dawn on workdays. I used to be a great shot. Not anymore. Now I would be lucky if I didn’t shoot off my foot while I tried to juggle a shotgun, a chunk of hay, and the flashlight I used to scan around the yard, looking for any eyes watching me as I walked out to the horse pen. Try doing all those things when it’s stinking twenty-below-zero and the snow is up to your knees. I settled instead on carrying an old wooden baseball bat as my weapon of choice for battle.


	It’s all about the body language anyway, when it comes to predator/prey relationships—and make no mistake, I considered myself firmly in the “prey” category. I felt like a walking, talking, hyperventilating first course as I trudged my way out day after day to feed the horses. I nervously scanned the flashlight back and forth across the yard, and even behind me periodically; you never know when those suckers are gonna sneak up on you. If I had ever actually seen any eyes reflected back in the light beam, I would have immediately ran back to the house, tripping over the baseball bat, hay, and flashlight. It wouldn’t have been pretty. And it all would have been over anyway in a few nanoseconds, the time it would take Mr. Coyote to reach me as I floundered about in the snow, gibbering in fear.


	I like to think the feral creatures in the woods were scared spitless by my utter ferocity and the Conan-the-Barbarian swagger of my body language as I walked. Although I was quaking in my vintage ‘70s-era moon boots, I tried my best to look like a hard-ass who was ready to rumble. At least I hoped I did. Predators can smell fear, I’ve heard. Maybe that’s what made them stay clear. Too much fear smell must have overpowered them as they skulked in wait for their breakfast—me. 


	I’ve pretty much lost track of the numerous coyote sightings in my yard, but I remember with utter clarity the occasions when they went after my dogs, and I had to run off the coyotes. Yes, me, not the dogs.


	Something is horribly wrong with the world when the dogs, which are ostensibly supposed to protect you, are in need of protection themselves. And these aren’t cute little five-pound balls of fur—my dogs are 65–70 pounds. I know because I’ve had to carry them. Uphill. In flip-flops. But that’s another story. 


	Why haven’t any of my dogs—two retriever mixes and a Smooth-Coated Collie—held their own against the coyotes? I used to think they could. Until the day I looked out my dining room window to the backyard and saw two coyotes with their jaws firmly locked on Shay’s rear haunches, dragging her backwards towards the woods and certain death. 


	I ran outside and yelled, “Hey! Leave her alone!” They ignored me. I took a few more steps out in the yard, shook my fist in the air and yelled, “Hey, buttheads! I’m talking to you. Leave her alone!”  This resulted in the coyotes taking a momentary break from dragging my dog. They looked at me with minor interest, and went right back to their hamstringing endeavors. I realized they didn’t give a flying hoot about me, considering me no threat whatsoever. They were determined to kill my dog and eat her. I did what any other idiot would do—I ran towards them, screaming and yelling. It worked, and they took off. 


	That’s when I snapped. Full-bore snapped. I grabbed my dogs, both thankfully okay, and put them inside the back porch, and then I hefted my trusty wooden baseball bat and went all Xena Warrior Princess, stalking out to where they had attacked Shay. I completely flipped out because I was so angry. And I wanted those furry bastards to know it. 


	This is where my neighbors’ amusement factor I mentioned earlier comes into play.


	At the top of my lungs, I yelled. I blustered. I bellowed. I told those mangy S.O.B.s exactly what I thought of them, and what I was going to do to them: “Show your faces, you worms! What, are you afraid of me? Get out here! I’m going to bash in your skulls!” And here I accentuated my words with the bat going smash! onto my cast-iron garden bench. Several times, making a resounding and very pleasing sound. “You hear that? That’s your damn heads when I get ahold of you!”


	By now I was probably foaming at the mouth. “Really? You’re going to hide from me? I mean it, you pieces of crap! Get out here. I’m going to kill you! I’m gonna kill you sooo dead!” Smash! Boom! Bang! I slammed the bat onto more outdoor furniture. This continued for several more minutes until I ran out of swear words. Hey, what can I say—I can swear like a sailor when I’m scared to death, not to mention really angry. I’m sure the coyotes were lying flat to the ground in the underbrush, watching me, and marveling at the copious amounts of spittle flying from my mouth, and at the utter ballet of my body as I turned lightly on my heels and landed another smash of the bat, “That’s your head, you jerks! Take that, will ya!” 


	All in all, a masterful performance. For my part, I offer the excuse that I was pissed, big time. I thought none of my neighbors had managed to hear me ranting—until I went to the nearby VFW about a week later and saw my neighbor Jeff. He lives about half a mile away, across two ponds and some woods. I was about to say hi to him, when he took a long, silent look at me,  quickly turned, and walked in the other direction. 


	When I thought about it, I realized, to anyone simply hearing the words, it had sounded like a knockdown, drag-out domestic. He probably had thought I had been about to beat the living crap out of a boyfriend. I stood there alone in the VFW, snickering to myself. I didn’t bother to correct his misapprehension. It’s more fun that way. Keep ‘em guessing, that’s my motto.
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	If not for my miniature horses, Misty and Sunny, I wouldn’t be wading through deer-tick infested pasture, and stumbling past vicious, attacking bramble bushes. Bad enough that it was 98 degrees in the shade, with more humidity than New Delhi. No, I had to be chasing down Loco the llama, who leaped the horse fence and made his getaway.


	It all started with the coyotes. They were of the opinion horsemeat would be an utter delicacy, and they seemed to be planning an all-you-can-eat buffet, with my minis as the main course. They began stalking them, and I heard howling, yipping, and general salivating noises far too often that summer as the pack triangulated their positions and discussed strategy. I hopped into my Jeep more nights than I care to remember, and four-wheeled out to the pasture to check on poor Misty and Sunny.


	I realized the coyotes meant business when, after they first attacked my dog Shay and I ran them off, they returned on two more occasions and attacked both Shay and Rosebud in broad daylight. I ran them off holding a baseball bat in a menacing manner, and screaming some rather choice words. I went to the gun club to practice shooting a 12-gauge shotgun. Considering how utterly uncoordinated I tend to be, I decided the gun wasn’t going to be my first line of defense. And the baseball bat might make me feel brave, but I don’t know how well I would fare brandishing a thirty-year-old wooden bat against a pack of slavering wild animals lusting for the kill. I’m sure they would consider me a singularly unappetizing hors d’oeuvre, and spit me out after the first bite.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/image2.png
Acknowledgments





OEBPS/Images/image3.png
ntroduction





OEBPS/Images/image4.png
Chapter 1

tntro to cogotes: 101





OEBPS/Images/image5.png
Chapter 2

Leaping Llamas





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Hobg;

Farm

Sue Stein





OEBPS/Images/image1.png
AMUCK

Tales From a Hobby Farm





