

  ONE


  CHILDREN OF ORION


  ON A CLEAR NIGHT the sky is black, and the constellations burn brightly here. No lights from a nearby town, no headlights from a stream of cars obscure Orion, the great hunter who pledged to rid the world of wild animals and was felled by the sting of a single scorpion. As I write this it’s the heart of winter. Orion with his belted sword moves slowly to the west during the long hours of darkness. If the air is drifting onshore, up the ledges, across the fields, and into the woods, you can stand outside in the breathtaking cold and smell the salt from the bay.


  My first home was my parents’ apartment on Bleeker Street in New York City. Later, we moved to an old colonial in Connecticut with woods and fields and a little stream, and later still we spent a few enchanted years in Mallorca. But the truth is I grew up in a cabin on a 65-acre woodlot half a mile from a working harbor in Down East Maine, if growing up means learning something about how to live in the world. I moved there with my husband and first child. I was 29 years old. The life I had lived before, all that was tender, funny, painful and loving, frightening or deeply beautiful, was preface and preparation for the years I spent learning how to manage a life that was both practical and good for the spirit, and exploring what was left of the wild in this cutover land.


  The natural world and my exposure to it grew into a solid thing. I was a part of something bigger than I was, that was subtle and complicated, and I paid attention. If you pay attention to the land where you live, as many of us already know, you enter into conversation with it, until it becomes a voice inside you and some of the boundaries between you and it dissolve. That woodlot and the village around it were teaching places for me, as home places all over the world have gifts to teach when we are alert to the pieces that fit together to make them whole, or when we note the pieces that are missing that indicate, in some ways, big or small, that they’re broken.


  My experience is not unusual. People bond to where they live. Over time, they witness change and notice what endures. More often now, I worry that these places may not last in a recognizable way beyond our own lives, which means that they will not be teaching others the things we know and the things we still hope to learn. On the other hand, the work to save land and water and air and the species that have evolved along with them—on a large scale, and in our own backyards—changes how people relate to what’s left of the wild and what they teach their children. That’s a start.


  After ten years, my family and I moved from the village to a small town half an hour to the west, where I live today. The bay here is shallow, and the tide sweeps in over mud, and the stone at the shore is ancient schist, a metamorphic rock, older than the pink and gray granite, melted by heat and formed in a slow cooling, that faces the water at the village shore we left. They are both part of the story of this coast.


  When I began to learn about the place where I’d arrived, a friend had left us his binoculars and my father gave me his old, scuffed Peterson’s bird guide. If I was free, I’d grab the binoculars and the guide and go to the harbor shore, or walk along the skidder trails in the woods, or out to the ponds or the nearby marsh. Each was different. I didn’t know a fir from a spruce, a black duck from a mallard, but I was patient. I kept at it, and I depended on what our neighbors told me about this land and water, and on books I ordered from the local library, and what I saw and heard and smelled and touched on my own.


  Our neighbors, whose families had lived here for a long, long time, told us that out on the village’s Grand Marsh farmers had cut salt hay for winter feed for horses and cattle in August a hundred years before we arrived. When we hiked it, it wasn’t farmers or the ghosts of farmers and their horses we saw, but short-eared owls. The birds would pop up out of the marsh grass and flap away, low over the worn dikes and slick channels.


  One of my favorite Henry David Thoreau quotes is “I have travelled a good deal in Concord.” Although he’d walked Cape Cod three times, canoed the Concord River, and come to Maine to climb Katahdin, canoe the East Branch of the Penobscot, and go up the Allagash, what he’s getting at is that if you want to learn from the land you live on and the life it supports, including human life, you have to do what he taught himself to do at Walden, which was to settle in, go deep. Watch how your neighbors respond to and work with the land. Walk into its corners and its broad stretches at different times of day, in all seasons, and you will begin to read it with a proficiency that may surprise you.


  There are people who have learned a lot about their home places in the world: when the ramps growing under the white pines down by the river are ready to pick, for instance, or when the black-capped chickadee first sings its spring song, and the relief a person can feel when that initial heavy snow of the year pulls a curtain down on all unfinished autumn chores. These are the people who also notice the first small changes of a warming world on their own patch of ground.


  I think of my neighbors looking out their windows this time of night. And my mind wanders to places far away, and people I have never met, who love where they live: The Amazon River villages that aren’t damaged yet, and the people in their homes by the river at night listening to the swish of the moving water, and the young kids looking up at the night sky. Or the tundra in Alaska, barren except for ptarmigan, Arctic foxes, and snowy owls, the owls drifting over the deep white landscape under brilliant pinpricks of shining stars, past the homes of people sleeping. Or sometimes I remember the little fishing village in Mallorca, where the fishermen took their boats out on the water into the night. Standing onshore, we watched the strings of small lights tied to the gunnels moving away from the harbor in their own tight constellations beneath the stars and listened to the soft purr of the motors.


  I look up into the sky at night now and think of people all over the world in the comfort of their homes, and the land and water stretching out around them, dark and full of living things.


  We’re nourished by what’s left of wildness, by the knowledge that we belong among other species—both animal and plant—and to lose them would be to lose something we honor in ourselves. When the stars wake me up on especially clear cold winter nights—it’s their silence, I think, and their needle-sharp points of light that disturb my sleep—he’s there, the hunter who thought we’d be better off all by ourselves on this Earth.




  TWO


  APPRENTICESHIP


  WE MAY NOT RECALL the list of American presidents in the correct order, who followed whom, and we may have forgotten most of the lines to Tintern Abbey, no matter that we studied Wordsworth’s poem feverishly a long time ago (but remember why it’s important: it was here he wrote “Nature never did betray the heart that loved her . . .”) We may have forgotten what Hamlet said when he found the gravediggers at work and was handed Yorick’s skull, but despite the loss of some detail we once knew, when we pay attention and work at it, we learn how to learn things. That’s what an education teaches.


  When you’re in your twenties, you’re an apprentice. I arrived at the Maine coast then, a back-to-the-lander who’d never learned from land, but who was about to. I arrived with a husband and our one-year-old son. We had everything before us. I think of those years, and I remember others who came from away and settled in places nearby and began trying to build a life in a village that hadn’t seen an influx of people like us, ever. Many failed. What surprises me is how many succeeded. When we did succeed it was because we paid attention and worked hard. And, frankly, because the people in the village who knew things we did not were gracious enough to teach us. First, there was the wood cutting and twitching and splitting and drying for the stove. Then there was the food: bread making, putting up vegetables for winter, visiting the boats at the dock for the catch of the day. And there was the winter. What can I say about the winter? The first year, in February, I wore two wool hats to bed at night, and held our son against me to keep him warm under piles of blankets. When our daughter was born, I did the same.


  My husband’s dream was to be a painter. Mine was to be a writer. But to get to those dreams, we had to figure out how to take care of ourselves and our children, make some money, and not freeze to death or burn the cabin down.


  For me, there was everything to learn—how to live, how to write, how to be in this woodland and begin to understand how it worked. We stumbled a lot and we got better. We got to know the people, the birds, the shore, how to grow food, how to—and this is important—talk with the people who lived here. Who, in fact, made this village what it was. What I mean is we needed to learn to listen more than talk. People in the village, back then, didn’t go on and on. They said what they had to say with, often, a quick intake of breath and few words. Like hammering a shingle onto the side of a house. A couple of strikes, and that’s it. It’s done.


  I can’t forget that first year and my trips to the laundromat in the town next door. I’ve told this story before, but for me it is one of my teaching stories, and so I will tell it again: I’d arrive with pillowcases of diapers; muddy, stained work clothes; and once, in the fall, after we had been told to cover our tomato plants with blankets at night so that they wouldn’t freeze, an armload of blankets I had gathered that morning from the garden when it got too chilly for tomatoes, even with the blankets. When I set them down in front of women twice my age sitting on metal chairs against the wall of the laundromat, waiting for their machines to be done, and whose husbands were the fishermen I’d met in the village, they stared at the floor. Following their gaze, I looked down. At least five garter snakes were slipping out from beneath the blanket folds, a bit stunned from the cold and the trip in the car.


  “Poor things!” I cried, and began grabbing them up, shoving them into the carpetbag purse I’d bought at a yard sale. “Poor things!”, I said again, as if the women hadn’t heard me the first time. They sat, stone-faced.


  “I’ll be back,” I shouted and left with my writhing purse, drove home, returned the snakes to the frost-damaged tomato patches, and then went calmly back to the laundromat. When I got there, the women were either folding their clothes, with their backs to me, or sitting where they had been sitting when I left, no expression at all on their faces. As if the snakes had never happened. I went about the washing.


  I got to know them better, and then I knew they’d had a riotous laugh at my expense, as well as saying some abrupt, and perhaps even brutal, words about people from away who seemed not only clueless, but nuts.


  When I came to Maine, the first room I wrote in was a tiny former chicken shed, set back in the second-growth hardwoods where we lived, a mile down Pond Road from the harbor. The shed was all mine. The chickens lived in the bigger shed a few yards away, closer to the cabin. I’d found an old Remington typewriter at a yard sale, managed to whack a few boards up to the shed’s two-by-fours for a table, and borrowed a chair from the kitchen.


  It was perfect.


  This was a summer-only writing space, but those summers seemed almost endless, with enough time in them to teach myself to begin to find my voice as a writer and to test what I believed. What to write about wasn’t, somehow, a question.


  My husband and I had moved into the unfinished cabin on the woodlot, five minutes by bike from the working harbor. Eventually, we had two thriving children, twelve chickens, a cat, and two dogs. I was learning all that I could, as people do when everything is new, about where I was in this world, its trees and wild birds and animals, fish and fishermen, the women who knitted mittens for the village children for Christmas, and the big salt marsh where saltmeadow cordgrass grew.


  I would write about where I lived as I discovered it.


  A maple sapling threw a delicate branch across the window of the chicken shed. During the day, as the light changed with the sun’s arc, the tree’s green patterns changed and fluttered and shone. I had read, and taken to heart, Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, and I knew that to be a writer, one needed a private space and some unencumbered time to spend in it. And one needed the belief that to write, even to write badly (because that is what one does a lot of as a beginning writer), was okay. My husband and I spelled each other, and our children played in the gardens and in and out the open doorways of the cabin, loose and free, and somehow, luckily, safe.


  I had also read E.M. Forster’s books, one of which is A Room with a View. It is about breaking convention in order to find out what one loves. All his books embrace the imperative of connecting to something outside oneself, and of taking a brave chance on the wide world. Only connect, he writes.


  At night, by kerosene lamp, sitting at our kitchen table, I read Thoreau, Leopold, Abbey, Muir—learning the fundamentals of the environmental movement. Their words and the direction they gave are with me still. And I read E.B. White because he is the essayist, the best teacher of style, and he lived only a short distance down the coast in an old farmhouse with a big barn that, he reassured his readers, sheltered spiders in summer and fall.


  The sound of the Remington, the roller bar when I spun it, the arm when I flung it decisively, and the gleeful act of pulling a finished sheet of my own prose out of the machine, gave me a sense of who I might be becoming. And I had met a man who held a license to rehabilitate wild birds. He taught me to take care of young birds—nestlings and fledglings.


  Once I was given a naked hatchling in a nest as neat as an English teacup that had fallen out of an elm in Castine, an upscale old town with a prerevolutionary history about two hours southwest of where we lived. The bird survived, attended by me and my children, and became a red-eyed vireo. It lived in the shed, often perching on me as I wrote. As a fledgling, noisy and energetic, it needed more space, and I knew I had to release it soon. But when, exactly?


  One late afternoon I turned from the Remington to find an adult red-eyed vireo perched on the maple branch, staring in at the window. My vireo stared back. Neither moved. Quietly, I approached the window and unlatched it. The young bird hopped onto the sash, then out onto the branch. The older bird reached forward through the leaves. Bill to bill, they touched. The young one pulsed its wings very slightly, and they flew off.


  Only connect: This was how my life grew toward the lives around me.




  THREE


  LITTLE MOOSE ISLAND


  FROM THE MAINLAND to Little Moose Island in Schoodic Harbor, a person has to know the time of low tide before crossing the land bridge. If you get it right, you step carefully over the cobbles slick with algae and trek up the basalt dikes to the island’s granite ledge.


  There were times I got the tide wrong by about half an hour and waded with my two kids through the chilly water submerging the cobbles on our way back. Sometimes it was above their knees, and I held their hands to keep them from slipping and falling in as they grasped mine and held on tight. When we reached the car, we turned the heat up full blast for the short ride home. The water this far Down East, that far out in the bay, was never warm. Those were the years we lived in Prospect Harbor, in the cabin in the woodlot, and I took my children out to the island, or came by myself following its trails through the heath to the point, a rubble of glacial rock and driftwood, to stand at the end of it, looking out over the water that went on, as far as I could see, forever.


  As you move Down East, you come to shorelines of granite, extrusions in pink or gray folds, some as large and as gently inclined as the backs of whales, others broken into huge block-like chunks. Once, hiking with my son and daughter-in-law out on Wass Island, the granite, smooth and gray against the gray water, the sky, gray, with only a tinge of blue at the horizon, I was nearly knocked flat by its gorgeous monotone grandeur, its rejection of all adornment. But then I thought of my daughter-in-law, who comes from Virginia, where green overwhelms the land and seems to reach far into the sky, and where the tones of color and the textures of the landscape are filigreed and deep. It occurred to me she might find it rather empty here.


  Little Moose is fifty-four acres, located, with Big Moose Island, alongside the Schoodic Peninsula. They are part of the Acadia National Park System, which owns these 2,366 acres of islands and shoreline. That should mean they have inviolate protections. They do. Except from the effects of a changing climate.


  For me, Little Moose is both whetstone and touchstone. Over time, as I have returned to walk it and let in its familiar beauty, like a whetstone it hones away the inessentials I carry. They fall like shavings from the blade of a knife, giving me the sharp fact of myself in the world. And a touchstone because I trust it. Walking here reminds me to love the work I do, the life I’ve made.


  I came back again during the drawn-out days in the late fall of the COVID year. A fog drifted above the water and the island shore. It tasted of salt and seaweed, and I remembered, as I always seem to do, that my kids and I picked rose hips from the rugosa bushes that grow on the cobbled banks when we lived here. We hung them to dry over the woodstove for winter tea. I reminded myself that one February afternoon, when my son was less than a year old, I carried him in a backpack in a snowfall sweeping across the island and caught sight of a running fox—an orange dash through a veil of snowflakes. There was something about the fox, the snow, and the warm child against my back that made that time, that life, beautiful. I also remembered leaving the cabin, selling it, and moving to the town farther south. That year I had started writing a book instead of articles for magazines and newspapers. I missed the familiar village, the cabin, the island, and it was the year my marriage began to fall apart. Returning to Little Moose, I hiked it with a mourning fervor, determined to find within the losses a life that would emerge that would be good.


  This time I was looking for the sort of correction and reassurance the island had given me before, and what I got, instead, was a quiet, persistent sense of urgency. If a warming climate has created stresses on the island, I can’t spot them yet. And that’s the trouble: changes, in many places, are incremental. They arrive like a whisper, trailing catastrophe from failing systems somewhere else. And before you know it, the whisper has become a shout. But it seemed to me as I hiked the island that the spruces were thriving and the creeping juniper and the bayberry still scented the air when I brushed against them along the narrow trails. Little Moose also has a gathering of black crowberry and three-toothed cinquefoil. Under the full brunt of weather, they, too, find refuge. Reaching the far end, and looking out at water that goes straight on, uninterrupted, to somewhere between the border of France and Spain, I went over in my mind what I know has changed along this part of the coast.


  I had stopped to watch a greater yellowlegs at East Pond, a circle of mud and rocks and rockweed alongside the island. The bird, a late migrant down from its muskeg nesting ground, was doing that wonderful yellowlegs tipping—forward and back—as if it were a pitcher of cream at a busy tea party. It darted here and there, stabbing its long bill into the water, snatching up small prey. Then it flew off, with a high three-note cry, and was gone.


  This species of shorebird will lose both nesting and wintering territory. You can see maps of its nesting range tightening as the boreal forests slowly slip away here and the taiga slowly opens up to trees. And its winter habitats, along the sloughs and marshes of the lower Midwest and the South, are being eaten up by drought and development. What was once ample nesting and wintering grounds are turning into ribbons. But the greater yellowlegs may be one of the luckier shorebirds.


  Looking out at the restless pitch of the water in front of me, I remembered the shorebirds that had already migrated through, the semipalmated sandpipers, the least sandpipers, the semipalmated plovers, and others that stop to feed on mudflats along this coast in the late summer and early fall. I’ve seen them many times, holding binoculars to my eyes and drawing their bodies up close as they lean forward and poke their bills into the gritty, seaweed-draped shallows on a falling tide. For thousands of years, these shorebirds have flown extraordinary distances from South America and other faraway places, up the Atlantic flyway to the high Arctic to nest where food has been abundant and predators few. Then before you know it, they fly back again, on their way down.


  Famously, Delaware Bay makes a critical difference in the lives of some of them. They have keyed to it in the spring, to the feast of millions of eggs buried in the sand at the edge of the water by thousands upon thousands of spawning horseshoe crabs. It was this historic refueling stop, this cornucopia of eggs that pop out of the sand in a rough tide or when they’re scratched up by yet more spawning crabs, that kept the birds’ journey going, kept them, quite simply, alive.


  But the Delaware horseshoe crab population is
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