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  This book is for my mother
on her 100th birthday
anniversary


  Hilda D. J. Gould


  She was born at Millview,
near Vernon River, Prince
Edward Island, Canada, on
December 14, 1886
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  Dear Mr. Editor: Not long ago Mrs. Gould told me that she didn’t mind the thought of aging, but it was disconcerting to realize she has four children who are all senior citizens.
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  Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;


  Praise Him, all creatures here below;
Praise Him above, ye heav’nly host;
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.



  
     
 
 
	
	Amen.








     
 
 
	
	—Thomas Ken, 1709
Bishop of Bath and Wells
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  OLD HUNDREDTH


  The Difference


  They seem so happy about it. “Goodbye, goodbye,” they say, “we’ll see you next spring!” Then they fly south. They seem gleeful about being listed in our annual town report as “non-resident taxpayers,” and in spite of that are fine people and a good addition to our down-Maine community. Summertime friends, they remain nonresident, and also as summer complaints, rusticators, cottagers, seasonal visitors, and even dogfish. (The dogfish, a small shark, arrives in our waters at approximately the same time, and ruins the haddock fishing.) But not tourist—the tourist comes and goes and stops overnight, and the tourists tell us they can buy gasoline in Massachusetts cheaper than they can in Maine. (That’s the place to buy it!) Our summer folks own their places here, and some had grandfathers who owned the same places. They support our library and ambulance; they take an interest. But, Labor Day is the difference, and off they go to pass the winter waiting for spring. They don’t mean spring; they know little about a Maine spring.


  Our Maine spring is elusive, and comes grudgingly between February and the Fourth of July, more or less, and not much at a time. I consider that spring is on the way when my mailman comes with his automobile window open and can reach mail into my RFD box without his mittens on. He’ll broach the subject of a warming trend by saying, “Got anything plarnted yet?” He’s in the habit of saying words like plarnted to amuse the summer people, and by asking that question he doesn’t expect me to give him a crop report. I do have some petunias sprouted, and some celery and some onions, but it’s too early for other things. He’s just calling attention to the change in the weather which, at this time, has mellowed February. Maine will often have a few pleasant days along about Washington’s birthday (O.S.), but it’s too early to cheer. Things tighten up again, and then we have the hie-labor-est of struggling up the nigh side of March Hill. Get over the hump of March Hill, and things are downgrade.


  But many’s the winter that we get our sharpest nights and our deepest snow after the calendar shows the theoretical arrival of equinoctial spring. Oh, yes—there was a May when the orchards were in full bloom and the glad pomological perfumery was thick upon the land, and we woke the next morning to a foot of snow. That took the joy out of everything, and ruined the apple crop. But if things run any kind of a normal course, we’ll have our little Washington’s birthday hiatus, and nothing else of promise until mud season. Mud season doesn’t mean so much since we got most of our roads paved, but there is still plenty of squish to track in on clean floors. In an old-time mud season the mailman would churn through, the chains on his rear wheels tossing goo into the treetops, and he’d say, “May not make it the next few days!” And we wouldn’t expect him to. On that post office in New York where it mentions snow and rain and gloom of night, it doesn’t say a word about Maine mud season. But paved roads have lessened the inconveniences, and mud season today is mostly a way to measure the time. Nobody who’s gone for the season would know how we look upon mud season as a pleasant harbinger. It’s frost-out time.


  Right after mud season we have one of the best days of the year. It’s when the sun dries up a spot on the south side of the barn, and we can let the hens out to frisk and frolic. Shut up all winter, they’ve forgotten what bare ground is. Watching the hens come out is great fun. When they find the door open, they naturally suppose it’s ajar by mistake, so they have a big discussion amongst themselves, as if sharing a big secret, and they take turns looking out to see if anybody has noticed the open door except them. But biddies have not been liberated, so they show only their heads until the rooster has investigated. He looks out, makes a speech outlining purposes and policy, and finally hops through the door to gaze about and make sure the coast is clear. He will demonstrate that all is well with a great flopping of wings, a recitation, and a crow that nearly knocks him over backwards. At this, his wives come streaming out and there is universal approval of this renewal of the seasons. Along in the afternoon the sun will fall behind the barn and this warm spot will cool off, leaving the birds bewildered. But a handful of com will entice them back through the open door, and it may be some time yet before they’ll be let out again. Could have snow before morning.



[image: chpt_fig_001]

  
  I guess the surest sign that spring has returned to Maine is the first woodchuck. Any spurious notion that a woodchuck and Candlemas Day coincide is as un-Maine as bananas growing in Baxter State Park. No honest Maine woodchuck will appear before the middle of May, and usually nearer to June. In February there is nothing for a Maine woodchuck to eat, and the only reason one comes out in May is to eat. He won’t care if he sees his shadow or not. He wants green grass, and green peas. Having plarnted his traditional green peas on the 19th of April, a Maine gardener is not going to watch for woodchucks as harbingers of spring. He doesn’t keep the .22 rifle handy for shooting shadows. Then, after the first woodchuck, swallows are all right. But not bluebirds. Bluebirds are liars. A swallow flirts and dips and tweeters, and is reliable, but the first bluebird always gets frostbite and goes back to Guatemala for another three weeks.


  But spring always does come. It’s good to see a boy running all over town to show the trout he caught—the ice has gone from the pond! Then we have the cleansing flight of the bees. They’ve been in the hives since the goldenrod waned, and now with a warm forenoon they burst into the air and, relieving their pent-up situations, horribly daub the laundries on the lines. Then the bluebirds come again, this time to stay, and they have a big fight over bluebird boxes with the tree swallows. The tree swallows always win. Next is a yellowhammer, dipping through the orchard, and then the bees find the first dandelions and come to the landing boards with yellow legs. Now some other things can be plarnted in the garden, and spring seems to have arrived with its promise of summer. Promise, too, of July and August after summer in Maine is spent, and goldenrod shows again in the fields and along the roads. Goldenrod, in turn, promises frost in just six weeks, and by that time the summer-complaints will be gone again.


  “See you in the spring!” Indeed. Spring, in Maine, is not exactly a date on the calendar. It comes when it gets good and ready, and before we see any summer folks we’ll have another blizzard.


  

  
Close to Camp


  Being surrounded pretty much by summer people, I get—maybe twenty times a season—the question, “And do you stay here all winter?” There’s a smirk goes with it, as if nobody in his right mind would stay in Maine all winter. But I do stay here. In a way, I’m grateful for winter, because all the summer people are in Florida so they can send us postcards that say—as if rubber stamped—“Delightful here and we keep thinking how you’re shoveling all that white stuff!” Today, as I take pen in hand to commence, is Friday, the 13th of December, 1985. That’s a bad day to start anything. The morning was frosty but not cold—eighteen by Mr. Fahrenheit—and I surmise the forecast of snow is correct. Storms along our Maine coast shape up on a slack tide, so I think the first flakes will appear about noon. We had a new moon yesterday, so we’re getting those high tides. Almost twelve feet here at Back River, so maybe this promise of snow will bring more than a flirt. Tides like these have been known to foment a foot or so of that “white stuff.” There’s a fringe of ice around the shore of Back River—we can see it from the sinkshelf window—and this is good because it hides all the white plastic oil bottles the tides have washed up. Boat people add oil to their engines and then heave the bottles into the drink. Why hasn’t somebody made a green or brown oil bottle so it will blend with the rockweed, goose greens, and sea lavender?


  Thinking a Friday the Thirteenth might need mollifying, I propitiated right after breakfast by lifting some lamb chops for supper from the freezer. And a package of green peas. There’s some squash already cooked, and we’ll bake some Green Mountain potatoes. Apple pie made with Northern Spy apples. So an unlucky day should be rendered docile, and I say let it snow.


  Did I ever tell you about the time Mamie Gordon went to pass a winter with her daughter in Florida?


  The daughter had a trailer in a trailer park, and she thought it would be nice if Mamie came down to get away from all that ice and snow of a rugged Maine winter. Mamie decided that would be a sound plan! That past summer, Mamie had been cook at a lumbercamp on Spotted Mountain, about twelve miles from town. The camp closed down operations back in September, and Mamie had stayed on alone until time to go to Floridy. She had plenty of firewood and grub, and as a veteran of many winters alone in the Maine woods it was nothing for her to amuse herself. Then the deer hunting season opened, and that area gets hunted for fair. Mamie could look from her camp the whole length of Kennebago Lake, with mountains on both sides and beyond, so every time a rifle went off the echoes would resound and Mamie liked to figure out what happened. Well, there’d be a shot from down by the Big Sag, and Mamie would say, “He got that one!” A single shot usually means success, but if a hunter empties his magazine—bang-bang-bang-bang—it’s a good guess he missed with the first shot and then threw some extra bullets in high hopes. Bombarding a “flag” makes poor eating—the flag is the flip of the white-tailed deer’s white tail as he says goodbye and bounds out of sight over a blow-down and mocks your marksmanship. Then Mamie would hear a shot in Blanchard Swamp, and the untouched deer would run up over the beech ridge with everybody in the party taking a crack as it went by. The echoes would amplify this volley into a barrage like a replay of the Civil War and Mamie would chuckle, because by now the deer was well over into Lang-town. So as the hunting season waned, Mamie packed up and started for Floridy.


  She got a Triangle Bus at Rangeley, and changed to a Greyhound at Lewiston—Loyst’n, that is. The Greyhound took her nonstop to Florida and let her down right at her daughter’s doorstep. Quick as that. Mamie and her daughter embraced, and before Mamie took off her hat and co’t she sat in a chair to relax from her trip. She had a glass of clear sauce that her daughter thought might help her relax, and it sure tasted some .old goo-ood after that bus trip! Just then a gun went off right under the window where Mamie was relaxing. She jumped about out of her skin and spilled her sauce all down her front. “Jeez-to-Mighty!” she shouted. “They sure as hell hunt in close to camp down here!”


  Yes. The neighbor in the next trailer, six feet away, had found a rattlesnake under his steps and a policeman had come to shoot the snake with his revolver. Mamie had never seen a rattlesnake, and the sight of this one tarnished her opinion of Florida.


  So it’s an expression, sort of, and in the winter we folks hunt in close to camp, to the stove, and to the cribbage board. The seed catalogs will come to cheer us with bright pictures and similar hopes of tomatoes and cucumbers, and every morning we have to make crucial decisions about what we’ll lift from the freezer to sustain our humdrum existence. We do socialize some, and in recent winters our circle of socializers has widened—we now have some one-time summer people who came first to vacation but have retired, winterized, and embraced the privileges and duties of Maine natives. Now, they, too, get asked if they stay in Maine all winter. I saw one of them in the post office the other day. He stomped snow off his boots and bought stamps so he could mail postcards to people down in Floridy.


 He Was Nine


  Tooling my pickup truck towards the city on a bright summer afternoon, I came upon a bunch of people in the road and a fire engine. A search party was about to take off into the woods to find a lost child, and a state policeman was giving instructions. The vast forest in which this search would take place ran to at least ten acres and had streets on all four sides, so I said it looked to me as if things were well in hand and I pushed on about my errand. The day was comfortable, and I just hoped the black flies wouldn’t chew the tyke to death before he was found. I drove on thinking about our two youngsters, who never got lost in the woods. There was a story in the newspaper the next day that the lad was found in good shape and in quick time, and there was a picture of him restored to the arms of his happy mother. He was nine.


  The year that our lad was nine in June he announced, in December, that he would undertake the Christmas tree excursion by himself. Going for Christmas greens is traditional Maine winter adventure, and I’d been looking forward to going again with the lad in our usual way. Pack a lunch and spend most of a Saturday. Since he’d been going to school, winter Saturdays. in the woods took on an importance in addition to being fun. I thought his school week was strenuous beyond the reasonable demands of an education. First, there was the long bus ride to town and the long ride home—enough to weary anybody before a book was opened. Then, he had to take part in an exhausting physical exercise program—I had become lenient about the small chores we asked him to do at home because his school athletics kept him pooped. So I’d feed his chickies for him, throw down hay for his calf, bring in his firewood, and leave him that much more time for his homework. On the Saturday, I’d get him off into the greenwood where he could forget about school and build up his strength for the next week.


  But this next Saturday, a couple of weeks before Christmas, was to be his first alone in our woods. Seems he had volunteered to get a tree for his schoolroom, and then he’d taken orders for a half dozen from village people. Also, he’d need one for our living room. Then some greens for a few wreaths. He elaborated on his plans all week, and along about Thursday his sister Kathryn pointed out that the number of doughnuts he was planning to take would prove sadly insufficient. Kathy, then, was five. Thus she adroitly worked herself into the context, and without his knowing just how or when the lunch was planned big enough for two. Instead of “I” he was now saying “we,” and I was glad to notice he had no misgivings about a distaff intrusion into his affairs. And Kathy was nigh as woodswise as he was. Both had helped with the springtime maple syrup work, had gone with me to haul wood, had helped fetch the cows from pasture, and I’d had them both along the brook trying for trout. Then we’d had family picnics. I’d told them how to keep from being lost, and how to find themselves if they did get lost. Nothing to panic about, I said. “There’s nothing in the Maine woods can hurt you except, maybe, yourself.” Thing to do is hunker down and think things over. Folks who get lost and regret it are the ones that run around in circles, and if you run in circles you’re hard to find. One day I lost him on purpose, and a half hour later I came back to find him pounding a pine with a stick—that’s to keep him busy so he’ll be warm, and to make a noise without shout ing himself hoarse. He looked at me when I walked up and said, I sat down to think, and I thought you did that on purpose!”


 So that Saturday we, the parents, stood by the kitchen window and watched the two set out on the Christmas greens adventure. He had his own boy’s ax and Kathy was pulling the little red sled with the lunch tied on. The snow wasn’t all that deep, but their legs were short. They didn’t move fast as they went up through the fields and into the pasture, towards the woods. We turned from the window then, about other things, and at noon we sat quiet at the kitchen table—wondering what was going on in the family forest.


  Mother spotted them about half past two as they came back into sight. Kathy was on the sled and the lad was pulling the string. Now, leaving the pasture, they had a downhill cant, and the sled ran ahead by itself. They weren’t long in gaining the house, and Kathy came in to shuck her boots and stick her feet in the oven. She fell asleep right there, but not until she told us the day had failed to produce any woofs. The lad told us he tried to explain to her that we don’t have any woofs in the Maine woods, which is true, but she wanted to see a woof and was disappointed. If Uncle Remus has woofs, there must be woofs. Then she fell asleep.


  The lad said they had lunched by the spring, after he had whacked some hemlock branches to lay down like a blanket on the snow. He got the cups filled and balanced them on a stump. Then they had their lunch. After that, they cut some fir boughs, and hunted for good Christmas trees. Kathy was still nodding by the stove, and while I pulled on some boots and my mackinaw the lad went to start the tractor for me and bring it to the dooryard. The trees, he said, were all by the woods road, and the pile of boughs for wreaths by the spring. I noticed how red his cheeks were, and as I drove off to get our Christmas greens he went to join Kathy at the stove.


  I found everything just as he said. The trees were lined up with their butts towards the woods road, and the tips for the wreaths by the spring. I found half a doughnut stuck into the crotch of a small maple, with a chickadee perched on it, and I saw the broken limbs on a birch—to mark the place where they left the road to go amongst the trees.


  These were the things I thought about that summer afternoon as I tooled my pickup truck into the city on an errand. It was a pleasant summer day, and I imagine the black flies did get to that youngster before the search party did. Maybe the experience would teach him the wisdom of getting lost in cooler weather. We see very few black flies during December.


 Between and Neither


  Every fall, When summer is long gone, there falls a day that is much like other fall days, except that it isn’t the same. It’s hard to say why it’s different, but we sense it is. It’s a day that doesn’t feel fallish, but suggests winter—in between and neither. There was one year it came the day before Thanksgiving, and it threw our plans askew.


  I wouldn’t call the day a “breeder,” which is a Mainer’s term for a fine day, any time of year, that soothes and comforts the unwary citizen with promise of a bright tomorrow, but which is really “making up” a foul day. Breeders go with the continuing rote of weather that goes with living all that close to Nova Scotia, where they never have a good day. In Nova Scotia they have only stormy days and breeders, a consequence of unpropitious exposure to North Atlantic oddities. So we know what breeders are, and this fallish day I speak of is not a breeder. It’s a day that closes the account book of summer and changes everything over to a winter schedule. The weather people, now posing as meteorologists, don’t recognize this day for what it is and offer portents and guesses fit for any other day. They don’t take notice, to begin with, of the kind of frost that prevails just before sunup. Maybe they don’t go to work before sunup, although in


  

  

  

  

  

No Complaints


It was maybe four or five days after Labor Day that I was that way, and I stopped into the little restaurant at Lincolnville that serves such a good haddock chowder. Making small talk, I asked the man if Maine had enjoyed a good summer season.


  “Best I recollect,” he said. “Started good and kept right up. Hear this from all up and down the coast. Didn’t have that August slump we sometimes get. No complaints at all this year—good summer season!”


  “I’m glad,” I said.


  “Eyah,” he said. “Me, too. But you know—all the same, I’m some glad it’s ov-vuh.”
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