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For my mother









IN OUR FIRST WEEK of owning chickens, four years ago, Helen stopped by to see the quaintness of the operation with her own eyes. I show the coop to any visitor who expresses interest in the chickens. Helen is an exception. She is my friend and thus shows an interest in my life. She does not otherwise care about the chickens.


Her visit took place in the brief interval before the grime of chickens had been established. The paint was fresh, the mice had not yet located the stockpile of various grains, and our garden had begun to sprout fairy greens and delicate purple stems of a plant whose identity I never confirmed.


Helen’s questions were predictable, but my limited knowledge of chickens did not include the predictable questions or the answers to them.


“Do the chickens know their names?” she had asked. The chickens have never answered to a particular name but answer to any upbeat tone, names included, hoping for whatever treat may accompany the sound.


“Do the chickens like to be pet?” She took a step back to indicate the question was not a request. “Are they upset when you take away their eggs?”


I didn’t know the answers to any of these questions.


“Has a chicken ever laid an egg in your hand?” she asked.


“No,” I said. And still, a chicken has never laid an egg in my hand.


I had not yet collected the eggs from early morning. Two brown eggs lay in a bowl of spun straw, one fair like milk tea, the other dark and a bit orange. At the time I did not know which chickens laid which eggs.


“Here.” I placed the fair egg, which was also the smaller of the two, in Helen’s palm. Her fingers did not soften to the shape.


“What should I do?” she asked.


“Cook it, eat it,” I said.


“I mean now. What should I do now?” She did not hold the egg, but allowed the egg to rest on her flat hand, was only tolerating the egg for, I suppose, my benefit. The egg was not especially clean. The cleaner an egg looks, the more likely a visitor will accept the egg with grace and hold it in a manner befitting an egg, a force equal but opposite to the weight of the egg applied by a cupped hand, creating perfect balance and suspension in midair.


“Is it cooked?” she asked. “It’s warm.” She had seen me retrieve the egg from the straw, the straw worried down and out and up at the sides in the precise counter-shape of a nesting chicken, a bed of straw so primitive as to predate fire, and yet she wondered out loud.


“It’s fresh,” I said. “It’s warm because it’s fresh.”


“Has an egg ever hatched in your hand?”


EVERYONE WONDERS if an egg, warm from a chicken, will hatch into a chick. The warmth of the egg prompts the retrieval of this otherwise remote idea. Among other triumphs of our generation, we have nearly extinguished the idea of an egg as a source of life. The confusion does not arise from the fact that people are no longer eating eggs or even that people are no longer cooking eggs. On the contrary, eggs are being eaten at a furious rate, and while the most adventurous preparations of eggs are crafted at the hands of professionals, in home kitchens the world over eggs are being prepared in more adventurous forms than ever before. The problem is not that eggs are bad for us or that eggs will make us fat. Rather, eggs are not as bad for us as we thought they were and eggs will not make us fatter than we already are. The problem is that people do not see the connection between an egg placed in their hand, fresh from a chicken, and the egg bought in the store. An egg that derives its warmth from existence inside the body of a chicken is far too fantastic to proceed as usual. If a fresh egg is placed straight into a carton versus an open palm, the confusion over what to do with an egg ceases to exist.


WEEKS AFTER Helen’s first visit to the chickens, she returned with her boyfriend. He was a new boyfriend (and soon enough an ex-boyfriend) and she was trying to impress him. She had deemed her previous visit with the chickens sufficiently novel and called to warn me.


“I’m bringing Jack,” she said. “Do you still have the half bottle of gin from last summer?”


“Of course,” I said. “Percy doesn’t drink gin and I’m trying to hate the same things as him.” This last part was to make Helen laugh, but she only hummed, which meant she was snacking, most likely on one of the soft-baked cookies she’s so fond of, which she buys in a paper sleeve and stores in the vegetable drawer behind a bag of carrots. The snacking, and therefore the humming, meant she was alone.


“Oh, good. Place it in the freezer, and could you do me a favor? Offer the gin early on.”


Helen wanted and expected the whole experience to play out in the same fashion as her previous visit. She did not say it but I knew. Helen is a realtor, and realtors of all people should understand the disappointment of a second viewing. A realtor never makes a sale on a second look. If the first merits a second, the second requires a third. From surprise to disappointment to qualified relief. Helen’s visit would be a disappointment.


I COULD NOT REPRODUCE or even approximate the experience. The chickens had stopped laying. The two brown eggs had been their last. If Helen had not called to suggest gin, I might have suggested it myself. The chickens would easily entertain from behind the curtain of midday gin. In the event I was wrong about the entertainment value of chickens or the power of gin, Percy suggested I give them eggs.


“There hasn’t been an egg in two weeks.”


Percy walked to the refrigerator and returned with a carton full of extra-large white eggs. “Give them these.”


“No chicken of ours lays white eggs,” I said. “And these eggs are cold.”


“Helen won’t notice and she wouldn’t care. She’d prefer white,” he said, which was likely true, though I would not give him the satisfaction of saying so. Percy took a small pot from beneath the stove, filled it with water, and set the pot to boil. I had forgotten to mention I was also morally opposed to his suggestion.


By the time Helen’s leased BMW turned into the back alley, three eggs sat steaming in a shadowed corner of the nest box.


“How do I grow a chicken from this egg?” Jack asked, the egg in his hand hot and gleaming. Helen admires confidence, falls often for the type, and I could see it was a flaw in Jack, preventing him from asking even such basic questions as “Why does the egg burn my hand?”









THE TIMER TICKS AWAY in the chicken shed. Each tick is bound to a counter-tick, like the one-two of a maraca, and behind that noise and counter-noise exists a faint buzzing of the electronics. The timer is programmed to turn on the heat lamp at 06:00, 12:00, 18:00, and 24:00. The coldest hour of the night is the last hour of complete darkness, but the lamp does not turn on at that hour. By six o’clock in the morning, the temperature has already begun to creep upward to its still frozen high. The chickens get by on thirty minutes of warm light every sixth hour because every moment of light increases the risk of fire in the coop. Helen has asked how we keep the chickens warm and I told her, “We have a heat lamp in the winter.” I did not tell her the light shines for only one half hour every sixth hour and the first ten minutes of that warmth in the form of infrared light is absorbed by the frost caked on the hanging bulb. I do not want Helen to lose sleep over our chickens.


Do the chickens think of warmer times? They do not. By the time a snowflake has landed, snowflakes are all a chicken has ever known. Theirs is a world of only snowflakes or only not.


At minus twenty degrees, the chickens refuse to leave the roost to eat the pellet blend I pour into the tin box feeder. The box hangs from chicken wire on two slim metal hooks extending up and back, attached to the sides of the metal box by a rivet that allows the hooks to swivel, but in the cold the hooks are frozen and the rivets are frozen and the box is frozen in an unnatural position, as if a spell has been suddenly cast upon it. In the spring I move the feed box to the outdoor run connected to the coop, but in the winter months, when a cold snap settles in, the chickens do not leave the coop for days on end.


Inside the coop, the temperature hovers between five and twenty degrees, but the water in the plastic jug exists as water, not ice, because of the small boost of heat provided by a sturdy jug-heating plate purchased for fifteen dollars at Farm and Fleet four years ago. Simple truths govern the care of chickens. Food and water must be clean and plentiful. Also, the chickens must not freeze to death, though it is unclear at what temperature this would occur.









GLORIA SITS IN THE NEST BOX, unmoving, as the other chickens busy themselves around her. For two days she has not strayed from the stagnant whorl of straw and dust and feathers tacked together here and there with bits of manure hardened into mortar. The last two mornings, she has made no motion toward the food or water as the other chickens gathered round in the usual melee, announcing themselves and jockeying for the choicest morsels. Unless she has eaten at night in the dark, she has not eaten. Chickens do not eat or drink at night because they cannot see well in the dark and the night is full of predators. The coop houses no predators, but the chickens do not know this. A chicken knows only what it can see. A chicken’s life is full of magic. Lo and behold.


In the kitchen, the bottom drawer holds the most obscure utensils. Taking up a great volume of space inside the drawer is a device to core and peel apples: a three-pronged spire that holds the apple centered in a sharp-edged metal ring to extract the core, alongside a blade positioned at an angle to peel the skin from the curved surface. The machine functions exactly as intended, a perfect machine, if only a paring knife did not execute the same task with such grace and simplicity. The entire drawer is populated as such, by some false sense of necessity, though offhand I cannot think of a simpler tool than a turkey baster for watering a broody hen.


A chicken needs water, is like every other living thing in this respect, cannot live two days without it. In addition to a hen’s need for water, the egg inside her needs water. Without water, an egg is just a piece of chalk.


Gloria’s whole body bristles with the approach of the baster full of water. Her wings beat a dry knock against the walls of the nest box. She hisses the hoarse, pressed air of a snake and drinks one quivering drop.


BENEATH GLORIA IS AN EGG, large and cocoa brown. She does not lay eggs of this color. She lays eggs the color of a peach crayon and much smaller in size. Gloria has taken to sitting on all the eggs as if they were her own. Gloria sits with a crazy gleam in her eye, but that is just a chicken’s eye. The eye of a chicken is all that’s left of the dinosaurs, a little portal into the era of nut-size brains. Meaning cannot be derived from a chicken’s eye because meaning does not exist there. But, also, the craziness of the eye obscures everything.


I shield my hand with a dustpan as I grope beneath her tail for the egg. She cracks at the aluminum with her beak. Crack, crack, despite no visible return. Who knows what she is feeling? A beak is not the same as a tooth, but I have several times chimed my tooth with a metal spoon and cannot imagine the aluminum, vibrating in my hand as it does, punctuated by sharp thwacks of her beak, is not sending an unpleasant message in the opposite direction, from beak to bone to bone, rattling the small cage that is a chicken.


Gloria triples in size when I reach in close, the way a pillow expands when you plump its sides. She executes the maneuver without thought. The movement of her feathers—the contraction of her skin and the corresponding bulk—precedes thought or takes the place of thought altogether. Gloria is wedded to the egg, not the idea of the egg. If the egg is removed, her memory of the egg goes with it.


The warmth of the egg is an original warmth and never fails to surprise me. Until we had chickens I never marveled at an egg, though I would expect it to have been the other way around: the incredible edible egg wooing me in the direction of chickens. Now that I have held this small warm place in the palm of my hand, I cannot help but wonder.


Gloria is curious about me. On an ordinary day, I don’t dally. I pour the food, check for dead mice in the traps—the mice are too smart for this now, but I keep checking in the hopes of, I don’t know what, a simple mouse—and make sure the jug of water isn’t dry or tainted. But today I linger in the coop, tending to my tasks in the slowest possible manner. I miss the chickens now, even as they are still here.









I SHOULD HAVE SEEN this coming: missing the chickens. The same thing happened to our neighbor girl, Katherine, last year. She moved away and proceeded to miss the chickens in excess of caring about them in the first place, which is to say, she had taken them for granted.


Katherine was five then and still white-haired, and has always been a clumsy girl, prone to slow, premeditated movements. She had spent countless hours of her childhood lumbering after the chickens with her arms open wide. Chickens don’t take lightly to broad wingspans. Whatever they saw in Katherine, they were right to flee her outstretched arms, held such for the very purpose of alighting on a chicken. I would have been so happy for them all, for the long-lasting diversion, if not for the chickens’ abject terror.


Perhaps inevitably, Katherine’s gait resembled a chicken’s as much as possible. The running of the chickens was likely the only running she had ever seen, her mother being too big to run and her father too serious. Of course it isn’t practical to move like a chicken. To move like a chicken benefits no one, least of all chickens, whose movement is a byproduct of breast-heavy breeding and can be neatly summed up as a failure to fly. Katherine must have been mercilessly teased by her classmates. The family up and left without warning six months ago, after school let out for summer.


NOT LONG BEFORE CHRISTMAS, a rumpled painting arrived in the mail. I would have thought Katherine had forgotten the chickens entirely—her enthusiasm had dwindled to almost nothing in the year prior to their move—were it not for the painting, the subject of which is a white chicken in a pink castle. On the back, in meticulous black marker, someone has transcribed the words “Princess Gam Gam.” Here is a young girl who, in all her life, has known only two red chickens, a black chicken, and a gray chicken, yet she paints a picture of a grade-A white chicken in a princess castle. I hate to think of Katherine painting chickens so poorly so long after leaving, not to mention the failure of attention. The painting hangs in the coop, held fast to the wire by a clothespin, and the clotted tempera gathers dust.









THERE WAS A MAN with chickens in Riverton who woke one morning later than usual. My mother told me this story. She lives in Riverton and knows everything that happens there. Her voice sharpens as her stories progress so that I cannot think of this story without the ending ringing in my head.


There was a man with chickens in Riverton who woke one morning later than usual. The sun was high, though the world was frozen, and the chickens cried out in the usual cacophony that accompanies the arrival of a steaming egg into the world. Percy translates this noise as: “Guys, guys! Look what I found!” He does a passable impression of a surprised chicken and he does it often. People always laugh, because he looks like a fool and foolishness is a look people appreciate on others. Though I must admit, if I had not married Percy years before, his impression of a chicken having just laid an egg would not have swung me in that direction.


The hens clucked and crowed over their perfect parcels, but the rooster was silent. That’s strange, the man with chickens in Riverton thought. He looked outside and saw nothing out of the ordinary. On his way to the shed he spat once upon the ground to test the cold, whereupon it scattered on the snow like metal shavings. The chickens wore their feathers puffed into jackets and quibbled as usual, but the rooster was nowhere to be seen. Well, dang it all if the rooster hasn’t gone off, the man thought. There had been a fox once, so the man looked around for signs of a fox: lost tail feather, trail of blood, tuft of orange fleece caught in the fence’s coil. Nothing. Well, dang it all if the rooster hasn’t gone off, the man thought; having thought it initially, he was now confirming the thought with all the existing facts. He went inside to scratch his head over the missing rooster. As he wondered, he looked out the window at the chicken shed. The weather vane was pointed in no particular direction, more down than out. Wait a good goldarn, I don’t have a weather vane, he thought. He did not. He had a rooster, frozen solid on the roof of his shed. The rooster kept his post until the spring thaw, glued to the roof by a thin sheet of ice. When the ice melted, the rooster fell to the ground with a soft thud. I cannot remember why my mother told the story of the rooster, but the fact remains: you’ll know when it’s too cold for a chicken.









LAST WEEKEND I visited my mother in Riverton, two hours east of the city. I was born in Riverton and moved away after high school with no intent to return, yet it often seems, throughout my brief determined visits, that I have never left.


Percy had flown to Los Angeles for a three-day interview with a prestigious university. He had been driven to campus from the airport by the same person who, at a summit of ideas last fall, encouraged Percy to apply. In a matter of months, Percy has become so invested in the notion of teaching I’ve nearly forgotten it wasn’t his dream all along, or even his idea. Percy has not taught a class since he was in graduate school. Rather, as his primary qualification, he cites a tenet of his work: the movement away from orthodoxy. Should Percy get the job, we will need to find the chickens a new home. It is my wish for my mother to inherit the chickens.


The chickens can fend for themselves several days on end, barring catastrophe. A scrap-wood box with greater capacity for feed hangs on the wall for these times when the tin feeder is not sufficient. The tray underlying the scrap-wood box is leftover decorative molding, which looks frivolous but is the opposite. The self-dispensing jug holds three quarts of water, enough for three days, and, in the absence of mice, the scrap-wood feeder holds food for a week. The mice are never absent, have been present in force from the moment four fifty-pound sacks of pellets and scratch were poured into a plastic storage bin in the garage, the shifting crush of grain a siren song to every mouse in the neighborhood. The famine was over.


There is no telling how much food the mice can stash in their hidey-holes in a week’s time. Regardless of the measures we’ve taken to eradicate them once and for all, the mice are rampant, and songbirds fly in through openings no bigger than a walnut, and squirrels enter through the pophole on two legs, standing straight up in royal procession. As do the rabbits that linger in the lettuce, fat and slow, like zaftig garden trolls.


It is impossible to calculate our chickens’ needs with so many mouths to feed and so much of the grain falling to the soiled ground, where it remains until scraped and folded and lifted away like the rolled dough of some medieval pastry. The mailman has suggested, not unkindly, that our chickens are overweight. He is an immigrant from a poor country and his notion of chickens is un-American. But I am open to the idea that our chickens are overfed, given the amount of food scattered on the ground at all times.


MY MOTHER is perfectly suited to look after the chickens. She is raising two goats whose radius of destruction is far greater than that of chickens, and the mice are already well established, not just in the faded red shed and the garage and the careless treasure of my mother’s lifelong heap of compost. The mice also have free rein in the basement and the inner walls of my mother’s home. If the goats are not proof enough of her animal-loving spirit, the red shed with white trim is home to a flock of pigeons and a three-legged cat, all of whom she spoils. While I do not think my mother is prepared for the idiocy of chickens—pigeons being intelligent birds with coachable qualities—caring for the chickens will be just one more arc of food on the skyline as she tosses kibble in every conceivable direction.


I did not alert my mother to my visit, did not want her to fuss over me when I had come to ask a favor, and did not want to provoke the deep dish of odds and ends held together with a can of creamed soup. I called my mother as I filled the car with gas at the Kwik Trip in Riverton, where milk was on sale for ninety-nine cents a gallon. I surveyed the improbable savings papering the windows as the phone rang four times. The message on the machine has not changed in twenty-five years, despite the machine itself having been replaced on several occasions. I pictured my mother outside the red shed counting heads in the bitter cold. When I pulled into the driveway, that’s where I found her, framed by the entrance of the small building, scratching the white chin of the black cat as the final act of her morning routine.


She scratched the cat as I parked the car near the house and walked down to meet her. Wind lapped my face with its shrill tongue. My mother’s red hand against the white and black of the cat was startling to behold.


“Is everything okay?” she asked.


“I left a message on the machine,” I said. “How cold is it?” I was not curious; I was complaining in the form of a question. My mother does not tolerate complaint in any form. She thrust her chin from the nest of her scarf, thus baring her neck to the cold.


MY MOTHER has upheld her solemn vow upon recent retirement to not buy anything she can make herself. For the average person, this does not include much: a vase of cut flowers or an elaborate salad. For my mother, a former home ec teacher possessing a great wealth of antiquated skills and an even greater measure of stubbornness, the list goes on and on. Like any of Percy’s theoretic models—he cites my mother as proof of voluntary simplicity—it is a lovely lofty idea that shatters completely upon contact with the real world.


“Where’s Percy?”


“In California. The finalists are being interviewed.”


“Good for him. How many are there?”


“They didn’t say.”


“I always thought he should be a teacher.” My mother says this of anyone she likes.


I poured myself a cup of coffee gone cold and placed it in the microwave.


“It’s yesterday’s coffee,” she said.


“Percy does the same thing at home.”


My mother smiled. “If there’s one thing I don’t understand, it’s throwing out perfectly good coffee.”


The coffee was not perfectly good. I rummaged through the refrigerator for cream under the watchful eye of my mother.


“It’s much simpler to drink plain coffee.”


She poured herself a cup. We sat down at the same time, which seemed to be her point: the economy of just plain coffee.


“I’ll take you out for lunch. Someplace nice,” I said.


“There’s no place nice and I just had breakfast. The most I could eat right now is a donut.”


“Fine, then. A donut. Where’s the best donut in town?”


“You can’t beat a homemade donut.”


“Mom, please.”


I PULLED INTO the Kwik Trip for the second time in an hour. There were two orange booths near the bathrooms. My mother requested a cream-filled donut and took a seat to ensure it would not be claimed by someone else. I would have thought no one sat at these tables in the faux-fruity breezes of the swinging bathroom doors were it not for much evidence to the contrary. Gouged into the plywood edge of the table were names I recognized.


None of the donuts were labeled. I chose the fattest donut from each of three racks as my mother looked on. The girl working the register wore a heavy jacket in protest of the cold. She was too young for me to know her, but I was sure I had seen her pinched face somewhere before.


Back at the orange booth, my mother had laid a cotton napkin on the table in front of her, along with a knife and fork from her kitchen drawer. This is something my grandmother used to do, carry silverware in her purse for just such occasions. How long before I carry a fork with me everywhere I go? Or a purse, for that matter? I don’t think I am like my mother, or her mother either, most of all because I am not one. I am twenty years older than my mother was when she had me, twenty years estranged from the life she had. Sometimes I think of the unbroken line of women, all of them mothers, that ends finally with me—the whole of them wielding forks and purses and shaking their heads in disappointment.


“That’s the oldest Thompson girl,” my mother said, which meant I had gone to school with her mother. The girl behind the counter had the same pained expression, and the lids of her eyes were the same terrible shade of blue. The whole town is this way to me, familiar but worse. The drugstore is a pub now, and the dress shop is a thrift store, and the cinema shows one movie, three times a week. “She was a bad student but a nice girl,” my mother said too loudly.


“We might need to find the chickens a new home.”


“But you love the chickens.”


“We can’t take them with us.”


“I thought nothing was decided.”


“If it happens, is what I’m asking. Would you want the chickens if he gets the job?” I did not tell her the chickens had not laid well since autumn, had laid two eggs in the last nine days, and the week before that, nothing at all.


“I don’t want to think about it unless it happens,” she said, and she quartered a donut filled with cream.


As we walked to the car, the digital clock on the county bank confirmed what I suspected: it was colder than when I had arrived.


THE NEXT MORNING I woke full of worry in my childhood bed—the chickens’ water had frozen overnight or the mice had staged an uprising or the heat lamp had finally burst into flames, igniting the layer of dust that clings with a certain tenacity to the lamp’s protective shield because of the aspirated body oils of chickens collected there, a grease fire, a chicken-fat fire, and if a good Samaritan tried to extinguish the flames with water, the whole coop would explode.


I accompanied my mother on her morning circuit, our breath trailing behind us all the way to the house. I have never felt sure of the motions of caring for goats. I had thought caring for chickens would be a transferrable skill, would, at the very least, extend to the ilk of the hobby farm, but my experience with chickens has yielded no such skill. The more I care for them, the less I know.


“What’s this?” my mother said. “The heater must have broken.”


The water had frozen in the goats’ heated tank. But the heater was not broken, was still chugging along, its rations of heat lost to the brittle cold. I thought of my frozen toes and then of the chickens. When a chicken’s foot freezes, the skin turns white forever. If a chicken with frozen feet fell from its roost—and why wouldn’t it?—the feet might break clean off. I shuddered and my mother scowled.


The goats rasped the ice with their tongues, leaving no mark. My mother pushed them aside and chipped with a shovel while I returned to the house to boil a pot of water. By the time I returned in a steaming cloud, the ice was already broken, and the pigeons fed, and the cat scratched, and the dust swept from the small room full of feed where my mother keeps a gallon drum of peppermint candies as treats for the goats.
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