
 
 

Country Life 
 
 
 

I have a favorite story about living in the country—

not the country of daisied meadows, white picket fences, and 

sturdy red barns, but the country of manure and ripe silage, 

barns gradually collapsing into themselves, and cows 

bellowing deep into the night. 

 We’d been at our house on Horseneck Road for 

about a year and half. New house, new baby, they say, and we 

had one of each. We also had cats. Lots of cats, and because 

it was spring, lots of kittens. Only one of the cats was 
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officially ours, but cats don’t care about property lines, so 

they’d worn a cat’s-paw-wide path across our big field, from 

our nearest neighbor’s yard to ours. Something I learned 

about cats in the country: they like to tuck themselves away 

from nighttime nuisances like frosts and coyotes by crawling 

up under a car. You have to remember to bang the car’s hood 

in the morning to rouse them. 

  Our baby’s first few months were a challenge—a 

succession of health problems that eventually faded, but that 

left me, an inexperienced new mother, frazzled. One 

morning—long after my husband Tom had left for work—

Meggie was sick again, and we needed to get to the doctor’s. I 

hurriedly got us both ready and bundled her out to the car in 

the driveway. And started it up. Without banging the hood. 

 A blood-curdling screech, then a blur of fur shot 

out of the front of the car and into the wooded area near our 

garage. My stomach heaving, I shut off the engine and peered 

into the brush. There was a young cat with injuries no vet 

would be able to repair—but who knew how long it would 

have to suffer in pain before the end came? 
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 I ran back into the house. There was no way to 

reach Tom, so I dialed Joe and Sally’s number—they were the 

older couple who lived on the “gentleman’s farm” in back of 

us. 

 “Hi, Joe.” 

 “This is Sally.” I never could tell one from the 

other on the phone—both had the same gravelly Camels 

voice. I usually guessed wrong. 

 “Hi, Sally. I’m on my way to take Meggie to the 

doctor’s. She’s sick. But I must have had a cat up in my car’s 

engine and I started it up and . . .” 

 “Uh-oh. Is it bad?” 

 “Yeah, pretty bad. It’s in a lot of pain, it’s crying. 

Tom told me that Joe had a gun, for the squirrels. I thought 

maybe he could come over and take a look and . . .” 

 “OK, Joe’ll be back in a minute. I’ll send him over 

to check. You go ahead to the doctor’s.” 

 I raced back to the car, banged on the hood for 

good measure, and left. Hours later, after the appointment, 

and stops at the drug store and other errands, we finally got 
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home again. I’d no sooner carried Meggie into house when 

the phone rang—before the trees filled in later in the spring, 

Sally and Joe had a pretty good view of our whole field and 

house. 

  “This is Sally. Joe went over and put that little 

kitten out of its misery.” 

 “Oh, thank you, Sally. Thank Joe for me.” 

 “Only thing is, Joe didn’t know how you felt about 

your pets, whether you’d want to bury it or not.”  

 I thought, not really our pet, but one of the swarm 

that belonged to our neighbor Tina—not that she’d care 

much—she barely fed them. No need to go into all that with 

Sally. Stopping its suffering was as far as I’d thought through 

the matter, but it was nice of Joe to bury it. 

 “So he put it in a plastic bag and hung it on your 

clothesline.” 

* * * 

“You will live on a long country road, in a little old house.” 

 Of all the things the psychic told me, that was the 

most ridiculous. We lived in a spacious, comfortable 
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apartment in a nice neighborhood in the heart of New 

Bedford. We liked to go to museums, concerts, and plays; we 

spent weekend mornings reading the papers over bagels and 

lox from the corner deli. We didn’t have any plans to move—

certainly not to the country. 

 A year later, we were living in a little old house on a 

long country road.  

 Like many before us, we were lured by the siren 

song of open spaces and an antique fixer-upper. I loved that 

it was close to the ocean. Tom loved that we could have a big 

garden. He’d spent a few summers helping his stepfather on 

his dairy farm, so he knew something about dirt—sorry, 

soil—and tillers and weeds. 

 Neither of thought much about what it meant to 

move into a tiny, two-hundred-plus-year-old house with 

decrepit outbuildings, or what it takes to keep up a couple of 

acres of grass, trees, shrubs, and stone walls. We’d never had 

a well or a septic system—both gave out a few years into our 

venture. We’d never given a thought to hauling our own trash 

to the dump, surprising a mouse in the flatware drawer, 
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cutting down the same ferociously thorny weeds every spring 

to give our forsythia and blueberries a fighting chance. We 

just jumped into our country life. 

 We were sure we’d be able to fit the planting, the 

mowing, the repairing, and the replacing into days already 

crammed with jobs and commutes. It worked pretty well for 

a while; we invested our weekends and our wallets. But our 

lives billowed out: two daughters, aging parents, 

unemployment, retraining, new jobs, longer commutes. 

Softball games instead of a gigantic garden. Groceries instead 

of a garage roof.  

* * * 

 Our two-acre parcel of land—which still seems 

sizeable to us (never so much as when the grass needs 

cutting)—is something of an anomaly in this end of town, a 

tiny plot among a few vast estates. To our north is the 

Tuckerman farm—no Tuckerman has owned it the past few 

years, but that’s still its name—two hundred acres that stretch 

down to the river and encompass houses, barns, streams, 

bridges, meadows, and wooded groves. We’ve known a few 
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of the farm’s humbler tenants (an errant granddaughter, 

farmhands, and groundskeepers) and visited their smaller 

houses, but we’ve only glimpsed the rambling “main house” a 

few times, when we returned old Mrs. Tuckerman’s roaming 

bull terriers. 

 To the south and west of us: Joe and Sally’s farm—

thirty-five acres—that also runs toward river, though at some 

point hemmed in by Tuckerman fields. Joe and Sally once ran 

a nursery (trees, not children), but for as long as we’ve known 

them, they’ve simply lived there, hiring people to make 

repairs to their rambling house (complete with widow’s walk 

and lap pool) and outbuildings; hiring other people to 

maintain their stone walls, gardens, and fields. Before Sally 

got sick, they’d host an open house every Christmas Eve, and 

at the hour designated for neighbors, we’d walk up the lane 

with the girls. Now, though, we see or hear from them only 

occasionally—our lives rarely overlap. 

 Our neighbors across the road are arbor vitaes, 

cocoa mulch, stone walls, and electric fences, in a field that 

belongs to a nearby tree nursery. Adjacent fields are hayed a 
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few times each spring: pastures for another neighbor’s small 

herd of Black Angus cattle. His farm begins where Joe and 

Sally’s fields end, but his million-dollar home is far from the 

road, tucked into a glen overlooking the river. 

 Our plain little house sits right on the road, 

unabashedly showing off its never-quite-manicured field, its 

never-quite-completely-weeded gardens, its falling-down 

garage, and its general air of ramshackle neglect. I’m sure it 

makes our well-landed, well-moneyed neighbors shudder. 

* * * 

 There was a time when we weren’t the scruffiest 

neighbor. Across our field is a narrow strip of land that was 

carved out of our property’s original plot. That’s where Tina 

lived. 

 We first learned about her at our mortgage closing, 

when the older couple selling us the house gave us two sets 

of keys. 

 “That second set is the spare set we kept with our 

daughter,” explained Earleen. 

 “Oh, the daughter who lives next door?” I asked. 
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 “Ha! We wouldn’t let Tina have the keys to our 

house!” sputtered Chuck, before Earleen could shush him. 

 “One of our other daughters,” said Earleen.  

 Later that day, Tom and I—proud homeowners—

stopped by our new property for a celebratory tour. When we 

opened the garage to check on the old tractor and other farm 

tools that Chuck and Earleen had offered as part of the sale, 

the garage was stripped bare. 

 A few minutes later, a nine- or ten-year-old boy 

sauntered across the field to greet us.  

 “I’m Donnie. I live next door.”  

 “Then you must be Chuck and Earleen’s grandson,” 

I said. 

 “Yup. My mother wanted me to tell you that your 

property line ends right here,” he said, pointing to a spot 

much, much closer to our driveway than to his; we’d 

understood that the full field was ours, almost up to Tina’s 

driveway.  

 So we hired a surveyor who ostentatiously staked 

out our property lines, exactly where we thought they would 
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be. Good fences make good neighbors, but we’ve never yet 

had enough spare cash to build a fence on that long property 

line—the surveyor’s orange posts sent the right message, 

though. The tractor? We bought our own. And sure enough, 

the next spring, Tina was out mowing her lawn on the old 

tractor. 

 Tina’s kids—Donnie and the older girls, Kelly and 

Melissa—would drop by to borrow things: a cup of sugar, a 

carton of milk, a needle and thread. I’d give them what they 

needed if I could, trying to be neighborly. They took to 

unhooking our big, friendly Lab from his run, then claim he’d 

broken into their house, eaten steaks and pizza, and once 

destroyed a valuable poster. We didn’t take those reports 

seriously—we’d simply act bewildered, and they’d eventually 

drift back across the field. 

 One summer day, we came home to find that we’d 

been robbed. One of the screens on an open window had 

been slit and then removed. (We’d never thought of locking 

our windows and doors when we left for a quick errand.) Our 

VCR was gone. 
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 “Just kids in a hurry,” said the cop who 

investigated. “You can tell by the way they cut the cable 

instead of unscrewing it. Probably friends of those kids next 

door. They’re a bad bunch. I’d keep my distance if I were you. 

And keep your doors and windows locked.”  

 All three kids fought with their mother, but Kelly 

and Tina’s battles were vicious. One day, as I lay outside on a 

blanket with three-year-old Meg, a screeching argument 

streaked across the field, f-bombs in every sentence. 

 “Why is that lady so mad?” said Meg. “What is that 

word she keeps saying?”  

  “I don’t know. Guess it’s time to go in.” 

 As Kelly got older, she’d sit on the big 

puddingstone rock at the end of their driveway in a skimpy 

outfit and cavort for the passing cars—lots of beeping horns 

and revving engines. The fights escalated. Kelly got pregnant, 

then left. 

 Tina acquired a husband, Fred: someone new to 

fight with. Joe—whose laneway bordered their yard—told us 

that Fred had approached him about buying bootleg porn 
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videos. We waved half-heartedly but otherwise kept our 

distance. 

 They let their above-ground pool fill up with scum 

and mosquitoes; it buckled with the weight of so much water. 

They stopped cutting the grass, left windows broken. Finally, 

Joe told us that the house was being foreclosed. They stayed 

on, even after the electricity was shut off. We could see the 

glow of flames through the living room window, as they set a 

fire in the fireplace each night. Then they were gone. 

 Tom walked over to take a look, then walked back 

shaking his head, looking troubled. 

 “You’ve got to see this.” 

 We peeked in the living room window. They’d 

ripped up parts of the house to burn: door jambs and floor 

boards. And they’d been burning the trash that had been 

accumulating for months. 

 “Come around to the other side.” 

 We stared down the open cellar-way. Heaps of 

clothes, toys, trash, and food tumbled out of bags. It reeked.  
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 “I can’t look anymore. It’s frightening. It’s like they 

turned into animals,” I said. “I’m not even sure what upsets 

me so much. Did they just give up? Were they so mad that 

they just wanted to ruin the place?” 

 The bank finally sold the property. The new owner 

gutted the house and had her contractors turn part of its 

frame ninety degrees to give it a new orientation. She has a 

pergola, an outside shower, and a tiled patio. Landscapers 

come every week to trim and weed and mulch. She takes 

good care of her little mini-estate on its bowling-alley strip of 

land. 

 And we are the neighborhood eyesore.  

* * * 

 One of the chores of early spring, before mowing 

or tilling or planting, is burning. You rake up all the mounds 

of leaves from the fall, you pick up all the branches that have 

fallen during storms, you hack away at the overgrowth that 

clogs gardens and blocks walls, you trim back bushes. You 

build an immense burn pile well away from trees and 

buildings.  
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 Farmers can burn any time. If you’re like us, you 

have until May 1. You call the fire station to check if it’s okay 

to burn; if the wind is suitable, they give you a permit number. 

 I hate burn day. I bicker with Tom about taking 

precautions for fire.  

 “Do you have a hose that will reach the burn pile?”  

 “Of course not, nothing’s going to reach out there.” 

 “Do you at least have some buckets of water if 

something should happen?” 

 “Nothing will happen. I know what I’m doing.” 

 When the girls were little, I’d balance keeping them 

well away from the flames with helping Tom. I’d still be 

running out with buckets of water when Tom poured a little 

(well, a lot) of gasoline and tossed in the first matches. I’d yell 

at the girls to stay in the side yard, as they inched closer and 

closer to enjoy the “bonfire.” I’d carry a cup of coffee or a 

cold beer out to Tom as he raked the sticks and leaves around 

to keep the fire burning hot. Tom would be out there for 

hours, because—once started—you can’t leave that fire until 

it’s stone-cold out. 
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 One year, as I went out to help him, the wind 

shifted and the fire leapt out of control. With a sickening 

whoosh, it went from a controlled burn to a blaze that licked 

the long, dry grass in the big field. Almost the entire field, 

between us and the house, was in flames.  

 “It’ll peter out in a minute. Just as soon as it gets to 

some wet spots,” said Tom. 

 “What if gets closer to the garage? The whole thing 

will explode! What about the house? I’m calling the fire 

department.”  

 “Calm down.” 

 The moments ticked by. It didn’t peter out. It 

intensified, spread. 

 “We need help, Tom.”  

 “OK, call them then.” 

 I ran around to the farthest edge of the field and 

toward the house, where the girls were jumping around, 

excited and scared—they didn’t know how to behave. 

 “Meggie, call 911!” 
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 “I’m afraid to! I don’t know what to say!” 

Understandable in a ten-year-old. I got them into the house, 

made the call, made them promise to stay put, and dashed 

back out.  

 The flames were inching closer to the trees on the 

right and advancing down the field toward me. 

 And, a second later, it did, indeed, start to peter out. 

 By the time the fire engine arrived—Meg and 

Emily dancing up and down on the back porch, cheering—

the field was a swath of black soot. Little spurts of flame shot 

up here and there near the treeline, but it was over. 

 A couple of firefighters jumped off the truck and 

dragged the hose to the trees, where they sprayed a while for 

good measure. I walked out with another firefighter toward 

Tom. 

  “Bit of excitement here, huh?”  

              “Yeah. Sorry about that. It just got away from me,” 

Tom said. 
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 “No problem. It happens. The wind changes, and 

away it goes. We go out on a lot of these calls, this time of 

year.” 

 The firefighters left. The girls ran up the field 

toward us, hugged us. We all sighed with relief.  

 “At least we got a lot of the field burned. It’ll be a 

while before I have to cut the grass,” said Tom. 

 “Great.” 

 “Mom, look,” said Emily, lifting up a sneaker. 

 The girls’ new spring sneakers were completely 

covered in inky soot, unwearable. Neither had another decent 

pair that fit.  

 “I can’t wear these to school tomorrow,” wailed 

Meg. 

 “I don’t like these shoes anyway, Mom,” said Emily. 

“They’re just like Sean’s. They look like boys’ shoes.” 

 Nothing clears the smell of smoke faster than the 

thought of wandering the mall on a Sunday evening, fitting a 

foot-fussy seven-year old for new sneakers.  

* * * 
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 Pigeons, the quintessential city birds, are 

considered pests—unless you’re a proponent of the “feed the 

birds” philosophy popularized in Mary Poppins. But mourning 

doves, their country counterparts, are shy, gentle creatures 

that flutter away at the slightest disturbance. Their doleful 

cry—ooocoo-coo-coo-coo—is the soundtrack of my 

mornings, in those early minutes between waking and actually 

rising. They were the first birds I learned to recognize, by 

sight and call. I soon realized that they moan the longest on 

the gloomiest summer mornings, but their song still makes 

me dream of summer’s possibilities: the lift of the fog, a walk 

on the beach, castles in the sand, and shells and sea glass in a 

pail. 

 Birds are a country pleasure. I stick split oranges on 

my pine trees to attract orioles, and put out feeders for 

woodpeckers, nuthatches, titmice, finches. I’ve been buzzed 

by a hummingbird who mistook me for a flower and by red-

winged blackbirds protecting their nests.  

 We’ve been visited by pheasants and bobwhites, 

wild turkeys and turkey vultures; we’ve surprised blue herons 



 

Christine Allen 

	  
Country Life 

	  
	   	  

19 

and egrets who lifted their great wings to fly away in graceful 

slow motion. Once I saw an eagle perched by the side of the 

road, and another day chased away a crazy mockingbird who 

was terrorizing our elderly cat. 

 One year, Tom partnered with Bob Henderson, 

who managed a farm down the road, to raise turkeys. We had 

a big barn-like garage and Bob had the know-how.  (I never 

found out whether Bob’s boss didn’t want him raising turkeys 

on the farm, or whether Bob didn’t want his boss to know he 

was raising turkeys.) He and Tom built some wire cages to 

contain the chicks and set up a schedule to share the feeding 

duties.  

 Emily and Meg were delighted; they visited the 

chicks every day, flapping their arms to scare the birds, who’d 

chorus a cackling laugh like embarrassed maiden aunts.  One 

morning, Tom cupped an egg in his hand as he woke Meg up 

and convinced her he found it in her ear.  

 Essentially, though, the turkeys were a smelly, 

squawky mess. Their feed and their eggs and their very 

presence drew rats to our garage. I don’t recall eating a single 



	  

Christine Allen                                                                                    

	  
Country Life 

	  
	   	  

20 

one, although I do remember that Tom brought them to the 

butcher’s. Bob Henderson moved away, and we only raised 

turkeys that one year. 

 And there are the swans. Around the corner and 

down the hill, there’s a pond that’s divided by a partially 

submerged chain-link fence. On one side, for many years, 

lived six rare Pilgrim geese—proud, fussy squawkers—whose 

owner sheltered them from coyotes and foxes with a fenced 

yard. On the other, wilder side of the pond, a pair of swans 

builds a nest every year. They lead their chicks—cygnets—in 

stately swimming lessons around the pond; they lose their 

cygnets to coyotes, foxes, and the ancient snapping turtles 

who lurk in the muddy pond bottom. But the swans also 

scare away native birds and create bright-green algae blooms 

with their shit. Some neighbors have gossiped about other 

neighbors who sneak up to the nest, while the parents are 

foraging, and shake the eggs to protect the pond’s eco-

balance.  

  I look forward to seeing the babies who escape the 

egg-shaking, and I admire the parents’ protective ways in the 
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face of so many predators. More than once, I’ve had to run 

from a honking swan—wings thundering as it lumbered from 

water to land—who decided I’d ventured too close. 

 On a walk one day in late winter, as I headed down 

the hill with my dogs, I could see a puffy white mound in 

front of the pond, in contrast to the piles of dead leaves. Left-

over snow? Plastic bag? No. It was a swan, one who’d been 

stuck on the wrong side of the pond for several days, trying 

to figure out how to get enough water-clearance for lift-off. 

No trace of blood that I could see, as I held the dogs back—

just an enormous bird, with its neck at a most un-swan-like 

angle, one glassy black eye cast skyward.  

 How had it died? Could a coyote have been hungry 

enough to go after a swan? Did it lift off and then plummet 

down? Did someone shoot it as it got airborne? Or shoot it in 

the pond and haul it to the road?  

 For a few moments I entertained a dramatic scene. 

What if it had been killed by the old man who’d been caring 

for the geese since the death of their owner, his lady-friend? I 

imagined him, grieving for his beloved and enraged by the 
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way the swan pestered her cherished geese, sneaking up on 

the swan from behind, twisting its neck with his bare hands, 

and hurtling it over the fence toward the road. 

  

 Most likely, though, it had waddled to the road and 

was hit by a car. 

* * * 

 “Emily, guess what? Uncle Ray has three tickets to 

a Red Sox game that he can’t use. I’m going to go pick them 

up after work. Want me to swing by and get you first?” 

 It was out of the way, but I thought Emily would 

be happy to see her aunt and uncle and cousins for a few 

minutes before they headed off for a Labor Day weekend on 

the Cape. She’d been at the house by herself all day, probably 

holed up in the second-floor office, at the computer, quiet as 

a mouse. 

 After we left my brother’s, we headed home the 

“back way,” following Horseneck Road, Dartmouth, which 

leads to Horseneck Road, Westport. As we came down the 

road—a straight shot in that direction—I could see a car 
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parked in front of our house. Not so unusual: sometimes 

people swing into our driveway when they’re lost on their 

way to the beach or perplexed by two roads with the same 

name. As we turned into the driveway, the car’s driver started 

honking the horn and blinking the lights. I figured he or she 

was trying to signal another car—friends planning to 

celebrate the last weekend of summer together somewhere 

nearby. We parked, and I glance into the house through the 

side door window, where I saw a skinny, baseball-hatted 

fellow in my dining room. I thought it was Meg’s boyfriend. 

 “I guess Meg and Josh are here. No. Wait. There 

aren’t any other cars in the driveway. Oh my god, Emily, 

we’re being robbed!” 

 First, I found my cell phone, dialed 911. But, since 

we live miles from a tower, it displayed that exasperating 

message: Not in service—for emergency only. (I’m not sure 

what brand of emergency activates it for use.) 

 In the moment it took us to get out of the car, the 

two men in the house escaped from the opposite side 

window (the same one we’d left open years before; our 
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vigilance had dimmed). One was already in the get-away car 

and the other, carrying a familiar blue pillowcase, jumped in 

as I rounded the corner of the house, screaming. The driver, a 

woman, tried to back up and turn around, managing to get 

herself stuck in a gulley across the road. While she 

maneuvered her car out of the ditch, I read the license plate 

and started shouting it back at them, along with choice curses. 

Emily crouched at the corner of the house, hurtling rocks at 

the car and pleading for me to come to her. She was wiser 

than I: what would have happened if one of them had had a 

gun? 

 They got away. We ran into the house, and I 

punched 911 into a functioning phone.  

 “Yes, ma’am, we’ve already got that called in, and 

the police are on their way.” 

 Too stunned to wonder what that might mean, I 

began to look around for devastation, but aside from the 

damaged screen, there was little on the first floor. When I left 

Emily and went upstairs, though, I realized that here was 

where they’d set to work: bureau drawers yanked open and 
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contents tossed about, obviously sifted through, in the girls’ 

rooms and in mine. They’d broken the lock on an antique 

wardrobe and its door hung open—it must have come as a 

shock that it housed Christmas decorations and not valuables.  

 I went back downstairs to check on Meg’s boxes 

and bags, piled in the living room in preparation for her move 

back to college on Sunday. Nothing was out of place in the 

darkened room, where I’d drawn the shades against the 

summer sun; her brand-new laptop still sat in its case.  

 Two patrol cars arrived. Out of one hopped the 

deputy chief, a native son who lives down the road from us. I 

blurted out the license number and the color and make of the 

car. 

 “I actually saw them out here on my way back 

home a few minutes ago. It looked suspicious but I couldn’t 

stop, because I was driving a new truck that wasn’t registered 

yet. It’s not even supposed to be on the road. So when I got 

home, I called it in, and got back here as soon as I could.” 

* * * 
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 For many months following the break-in, I’d 

occasionally wake in the middle of the night to see a car 

pulled to the other side of the road, just up from our house, 

its lights sometimes off, sometimes on.  

 “It’s just someone who’s lost,” said Tom. “Or the 

guy who delivers the papers. Or  

Emily’s old boyfriend being a jerk.” 

 But I thought it was the surly-looking thug the 

police had identified as one of the thieves. He’d sat two rows 

behind us at the first court hearing, and during a break had 

walked by us, glaring. After three preliminary hearings that 

never moved forward, his lawyer got the case dropped.  

 I was afraid. I wanted to move.  

 “Sure—maybe a house that’s in better shape and 

with no field to mow,” Tom said. “But you realize that 

another house isn’t necessarily going to be safer, right? We 

live in a pretty safe place already.” 

 Even as I went through the motions of contacting 

a real estate agent, I knew that I wanted to stay as much I 

wanted to go. In part, because of the past: the girls shrieking 
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as the rope swing under the maple twisted them to and fro. In 

part, because of the place: would I find another daily walk 

that boasted meadows and woods, a pond and a stream, wide 

vistas of sky and the tang of salt air? And, to be in honest, 

part of the reason was pure economics: we’d lost so much 

hard-earned equity in the crumbling housing market. 

 But it wasn’t only memories or money that bound 

me to our little old house at the end of the long road. 

Perseverance is another kind of equity: one I’ve earned with 

scorched grass and dead cats, even as my dream of country 

life has grown ever more crooked. I wasn’t ready to give up. 

* * * 

 The night watcher moved on. We’re still here.  

 Yesterday a blackbird looked me in the eye, and 

two new swans began building a nest in the pond. Today, 

Tom and I chatted with Joe and Sally’s daughter at the back 

wall, as we tended our burn piles.  

 


