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Introduction

Sometimes, when you are inside of a story, you can’t really see it. Lately, three months after Rose’s death, I am getting a clearer picture of her, and of us. Of what a wonderful story her life with me was.

When I think of classic dog stories, I think of my favorite, The Call of the Wild, by Jack London, which I read for the first time as an adolescent. This story is very different from mine, but one common thread runs through them both: Man and Dog, together on what Joseph Campbell called the hero’s journey. In The Call of the Wild, a dog is cruelly mistreated, enters the life of a man, saves it literally at times, metaphorically at others, changes his life, opens it up to new experience, to his own humanity, and gives him the strength to move forward.

Reading London, thinking of my own life, I realized how dogs and humans shape and reflect each other, and how that is the story of Rose and me. It was a case of that rare but absolutely perfect collision of human and animal, each one defining, seeking, and needing the other at precisely the right time in precisely the right way.

I like to say you get the dog you need, and I don’t think any human ever needed a dog more than I needed Rose in the fall of 2003, when I impulsively bought a run-down ninety-acre farm in a remote upstate New York hamlet neither I nor anyone else had ever heard of. I wanted to know more about dogs and other animals, and I wanted to write about them, so I arrived with twenty-five sheep, a beat-up, grumpy old donkey, and absolutely no understanding of what it means to be on a farm with animals. I had, in fact, never set foot on a farm in my life.

Sometimes, if we are lucky, our instincts are working even if our conscious brains are not. I knew I needed a working dog, a border collie, so I flew to Denver to get one. I named her Rose, after a Quaker woman who befriended me during a time of need. Truly, there have not been too many times in my life when I have made a better move.

Jack London’s Call of the Wild entered my adolescent imagination, inspired me to be a writer, and shaped my view of the soul of a dog. In an age of nearly epidemic emotionalizing and sentimentalizing of animals, London’s Buck still reminds us, as Rose so often reminded me, that the dog is an animal at heart. That, even with imperfect masters, the canine soul is pure, loyal, and dependable.

London also reminds us that we are descended from apes, and they are descended from wolves. And that is a big difference. Buck thought nothing of serving even the most cruel and detestable of people, and when he finally found one worthy of him, he offered his life again and again to serve his human being. In the end, he abandoned our species to return to his own, free at last to answer the call of the wild.

Like Buck, Rose deserved better. But she didn’t seem to care or notice and her presence helped make me a better human. Unlike us, dogs are not judgmental. She offered her life for mine again and again. Uninterested in cuddles, treats, or cuteness, she was all about work, loyalty, and getting it done.

It did not take Rose long to change my life. In fact, she saved it more than once. As Campbell forewarned in his books about people who change their lives, you can fall into a dark place. I did, and Rose jumped in with me and walked, battled, and loved me through it. Campbell writes that if we are fortunate on the hero’s journey, and if we wish to survive it, we will encounter magical helpers, often in the form of animals, to help us along the way.

Rose was my magical helper. On the farm, I walked in terror and loneliness and confusion. And sometimes, something I had not anticipated—real danger. She was there, every step of the way, to walk in front of me, alongside of me, and to cover my back.

She had a remarkable connection to all people who love dogs, but especially to working women, who saw themselves in her courage and her vulnerability. Rose was not a pet, really. She did not like to be touched or to cuddle in public, did not care about food or treats, had no desire to sleep in anybody’s bed, and did not care for anyone who did not work with sheep or bring them to the farm.

If Rose reminds me of the mythic dogs in classic stories, I am well aware that I do not fit the mold. I am no John Thornton or Lassie’s Timmy. I am the first lost middle-class man to join this lexicon. On the hero’s journey, heroes are not always noble or brave. They are filled with yearning and profoundly flawed. Campbell defined a hero in the context of people who seek to leave their familiar lives and set out to find themselves. The oldest story in the world, perhaps. This is probably the only circumstance in which the word hero will ever be used alongside my name.

I came to my farm in middle age, with a wearying soul, flat, sore feet, a balding head, and city ways. I am not a country boy, an outdoorsman, or an adventurer. I have lived in New York, Providence, Boston, Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, Dallas, and northern New Jersey.

I have come to love my farm and my life in the country as much as any of those places, but it was a long way from there to here. Rose was my witness, my partner, my deputy. If I thought there was drama in my life as a police reporter, I had no idea how much drama is built into a living farm with real livestock and disintegrating barns and buildings. I was unprepared for the unpredictable life of animals, natural disasters, and ever-present predators. My journey also triggered the collapse of my personal life, the end of my marriage, and a long plunge into darkness, fear, and confusion.

I did not expect Rose to die so soon. But I do not see her life as tragic. Quite the opposite. I was so lucky to have known her, loved her, worked with her. What a ride we had together. This book is a celebration and remembrance of a wonderful dog, a powerful spirit, my great friend, and yes, a great love.

Of all the great animal stories, The Call of the Wild touched me the most deeply. Perhaps because it was the least sentimental, the best written. Perhaps because London was careful to respect the real nature of a real animal. He recognized that all dogs are descended from wolves, and in the right circumstances, they can all hear the call of the wild. In Buck’s search to find his life, we see our own sometimes painful wish to do the same.

This was Rose’s story, too. On a quiet farm in Virginia, she might have lived a simpler life, helping a respectable gentleman farmer to herd sheep. Living on this farm with a troubled human driven to near lunacy by anxiety and the work and challenges of a farm in rugged terrain far from what he knew as civilization, she was called upon to use all the ancient resources of a dog. She got to work and made decisions every day and I saw her intellect, reasoning power, courage, and skill grow every day. In so many ways, she taught me how to live.

I miss Rose, but this is not a book about grief and loss. For me, this story celebrates Rose and the timeless idea of the loyal and brave dog. Rose and I were not quite living in the wild, but we were thrown together in the most elemental way and I saw her grow into her great potential as a dog. She faced great danger, never took her eyes off of me, saved me again and again. What a great privilege to find myself in the middle of the very kind of man-and-dog story that I had so loved all of my life. Perhaps that is not an accident.

—Bedlam Farm, March 2012



CHAPTER 1



First Look

A couple of months before I moved to Bedlam Farm in the fall of 2003, I flew from Newark airport to Denver International to pick up an eight-week-old border collie puppy from a working line.

Like many people, I operate on different levels of consciousness. I knew little about breeding, border collies, or farms but I had no doubt I needed one of this breeder’s dogs. I don’t remember coming to this understanding; I just remember getting there.

The breeder, Deanne, met me near the passenger gate in the sprawling Denver terminal. I saw this small, bright-eyed, trembling puppy staring intensely at me. I sat down in the coffee shop, signed the papers, wrote a check, put the puppy—Rose—into a small carrying case, and got my first glimpse of this strange creature as we went through security.

There I had to open the crate and take Rose out. Although she was shaking a bit, she was coolly eyeing the security officers, me, and the X-ray machine (through which she had to pass). She was calm, alert, taking it all in. The guards permitted themselves enough leeway to ooh and aah at this puppy, as people are wont to do. I had two Labs at the time, Julius and Stanley, and they would have been all over the guards, wiggling and licking.

Rose simply stared at the guard as she cooed, “Awww, puppy!” and I was startled by the distinct, withering look of indifference, even contempt, on this small creature’s face. She was having none of it, turning to look at me as if to say, “Let’s get moving, okay? We have work to do.”

Soon we were on the plane, heading home to New Jersey. Rose was in the crate at my feet. I had been strictly enjoined not to let the dog out of the crate, so of course as soon as the plane got to cruising altitude, I bent down, opened the crate, lifted Rose onto my lap, and put a blanket over her. The woman next to me saw this and winked, and if the flight attendants noticed, they didn’t say anything. Rose was shaking for much of the flight, but she seemed to grasp the situation and didn’t try to run away or make any noise. Once in a while I saw her look up at me and take me in.

I never think I know what’s in the mind of a dog, but my own idea at the time was that Rose was coming to terms with her future. This is my guy, and I need to make the best of it. He needs me to be quiet, so I will be quiet. He can count on me. And even then, I did.

I like to think that if you trust a dog to do something, if you give them the chance to do the right thing, then they will. It has worked for me, again and again. I trusted Rose from the moment I saw her, and never stopped.

Rose always seemed to connect somewhere between love and work. I think that place is called devotion. What she loved was work, and she always seemed to get what the work was, even at eight weeks old, even on that airplane high above the ground. I knew she would figure out what she had to do, and from that moment on, she always did.

Rose came home to a colonial house in a crowded New Jersey suburb—the hip boomer community of Montclair—with the aforementioned Labs and a troubled border collie named Orson, a dog who drew me into the life of a farm and into writing about dogs and animals. Rose spent very little time there. She seemed always to be looking beyond the place, just as I was, for her true destiny. She sensed, as I had, that neither one of us would find it there.

Rose was a strange puppy, unlike any I had ever known. She had little interest in food, other than to eat a bit of her kibble from time to time. I saw right away that she didn’t play much but seemed obsessed with tasks—chasing a slingshot ball, for example. She refused to join any puppy play group or enter a dog park. Her major interest in people seemed to be moving them around, from one room to another. Whenever people said, “Awww, what a cute puppy,” she looked almost nauseated and moved to another room. I have to say that I loved her a bit more every time that happened. When they talked baby talk to her and tried to bribe her with a biscuit—“Hey, cutie, how about a treat?”—she would growl at them and go somewhere else. She was never bribable. She was not cute. She did not care what anybody thought of her.

Dogs have learned to thrive by becoming what people need them to be. If you want them to love treats and wiggle and smile, they will do it for you. Rose would not be what other people wanted her to be.

I loved her for that.

In the house, she never played with toys. She had no interest in cuddling. If we were in the living room, she would be elsewhere—on the porch, upstairs in one of the beds, looking out the windows, surveying the terrain. She never played but always seemed to be working. She had no interest in the other dogs. She didn’t care what they were eating, or what they were doing. If they came near her, she would curl her lip and walk away.

In the yard, she once saw a mole dig its way into a hole, and night and day she lay crouched near the hole, waiting for him to return. He never did, but she never stopped looking. She took all of the dog toys each day and rearranged them. She lay in the leaves waiting for squirrels to enter the yard, and then would tear off after them. It was some weeks before I realized that she was not trying to hunt and kill them, but just move them around like sheep.

I got up at 4 A.M. to walk her, just the two of us, for training and bonding. I never put her on a leash, and she always walked just a few feet in front of me, sniffing the ground, scanning ahead. On the way back, she walked behind me, occasionally coming around to herd me a little. If another dog came by to sniff her, she would nip at its nose and move on. If a passing dog roared at her and tried to intimidate her, she would simply ignore them, as if acknowledging that this obnoxious behavior was beneath her.

She always managed to be near me, but was never quite with me. I was always in her sight, but she seemed to pay only the most indirect attention to me. She never had a single accident in the house, never ran away, never chased anything without permission. She reminded me of one of those very precocious children who have absolutely no interest in being a child, and are born into maturity and responsibility.

I knew that Rose and I would be moving to Bedlam Farm shortly. I had just closed on the farm and was planning on buying some sheep. Rose and I began sheepherding lessons in Pennsylvania. Here she changed. Intensely aroused around the sheep, she seemed to forget that I was here on earth. She had found good work, and I was just the transport. I yelled at her so often and in such frustration that the trainer took me aside and told me, if you want a better dog, be a better human.

This was the first great lesson Rose taught me. We were not going to be able to work together if I didn’t practice patience. Learn to wait. Give her time and support and direction, not shouts and commands and frustration. Three times a week, we drove out to Pennsylvania, herded sheep, broiled in the sun, froze in the snow, were devoured by flies, mosquitoes, and ticks, got soaked in the rain, and eventually, learned how to work together.

It was very difficult work, for Rose and for me. I didn’t know what I was doing and had never done anything like this. I was impatient, angry. I shouted at her, stomped my feet, was frustrated at the almost unmanageable intensity of the young border collie, her ferocious desire to work that desperately needed channeling. The breeders are correct. Border collies are not for everybody, and it took a very long time, and a lot of hard work before I came to see that they were for me.

In two months, Rose won a first-place ribbon for AKC Beginner Trial. She moved six sheep around a circular ring two times, and then brought them back to me and lay down. The Irish judge came over to me and said she was one of the brightest and keenest dogs he had ever seen. She could be a star, he told me. Hmm, I thought. A star is born.

The trainer came over to congratulate Rose and offer her a smelly, juicy liver treat, which she threw on the ground. Rose ignored the treat and the trainer and looked back to the sheep and then to me. It was the same look I saw at the Denver airport. When are we going to stop messing around and get back to work?

The next week I drove up to the new farm with Rose, so both of us could take a look. I told my wife that I expected to be on the farm for a couple of years. I would write a book or two there, and learn about dogs and sheep and animals and rural life, and then I would return to my life in New Jersey. At the time, I believed that, at least consciously. My wife loved New York City and her work and life there and had never expressed interest in moving to the country. So most of the time, Rose and I would be there alone.

I remember pulling up the driveway to the farm. It was getting dark, but I could see the farmhouse was dilapidated and the four barns around it were leaning wildly to one side or another, all near collapse. There was little or no fencing. There were no neighbors I could see.

The valley below the farm was shrouded in icy mist. As I stepped out of my car, I did not see the black ice beneath me, an experience that was to become a familiar part of my life in Bedlam. My feet came right up from under me, and I landed on the back of my head. I must have knocked myself out, because the next thing I remember was a sharp pain in my right ear.

I opened my eyes and heard Rose whining and barking, and then, to my surprise, felt her nipping at my ear. Get up, get up. I did. How, I wondered, did she know to do that?

A pickup truck pulled up alongside the road and a farmer named Carr introduced himself to me while I rubbed the side of my head. Carr was to come by often in the next few years, to jeer and laugh at me and offer me advice and occasionally, a hint of encouragement. Every time I saw Carr he asked me what I did for a living, and every time he asked me, I said I made a living writing about dogs and animals and rural life.

Then, the next time I saw him, he would ask me the same thing. It never did compute for him.

That first day, I saw Carr taking in me and this beautiful, focused little border collie, who eyed him curiously and analytically.

“That a farm dog?” he asked.

“A working dog,” I said. “A border collie.” To herd the sheep that were coming and help me with the farm.

“How much did you pay for that dog?” he asked, spitting out of the window and squinting at Rose.

“Seven hundred dollars,” I said. He laughed, shook his head, and drove off.

Rose and I crossed the road and started walking down the long path that adjoins the farm and runs off into the deep woods. My head throbbed and the world still looked a bit fuzzy to me. Rose walked ahead of me, head low to the ground.

About a quarter of a mile down the path, she froze. “C’mon, c’mon,” I said. At the time, I didn’t understand what this posture meant. Rose was not yet six months old, was still very much a puppy, and I confess I didn’t take her all that seriously, even though she had a blue ribbon to her name and I had never won a thing.

After a few seconds, I saw the hackles on her back stand up, and I focused the flashlight ahead. Straight ahead of us on the path were three sets of bright yellow eyes staring right at us. It was late and dark and we were quite alone, me and this dog, far from home or familiar experience. I had no idea what to do.

I stomped my foot and yelled “Hey, get outta here!” which sounded pathetic even to me. Rose growled and lowered her head. She was not on a leash and was completely fixed on what I could now see were coyotes, who looked about to leap on us and tear us to bits.

I called to Rose to come, to come back with me, but instead she stepped forward and in front of me. “No way are you going to sacrifice yourself for me, girl,” I said.

“Stay!” But she was not hearing me. I leaned forward to grab her by the collar but every time I did, she just moved forward.

The coyotes were not impressed with us, and were not running off in a panic, as I had assumed they would do.

The bravery of this little dog! She got right in front of me, and she stayed there. She looked straight into the eyes of the three coyotes who were each four or five times her size.

I realized at that moment that I had no real role to play. Rose wouldn’t turn around and come with me, and that might not even have been safe. The coyotes did not appear afraid of us in any way and yelling at them seemed pointless.

So I decided to see what she would do. I picked up a large stick off the path and was prepared to charge in and do battle alongside her, if it came to that. I had never heard of coyotes tangling with humans, although I knew they would kill a dog if they could. Fortunately, it didn’t come to that.

Rose moved into a herding crouch, head low to the ground. I saw that she was using her eyes, just as she did with the sheep in Pennsylvania. The coyotes were in a triangle formation, the leader out front. The wind was whistling through the deep woods, scattering leaves. The only other sound was the soft, low growl coming from Rose, a steady warning.

We stood in that frozen tableau in the freezing wind for what seemed the longest time, but was surely just a few minutes.

I was out in the wild. By myself, except for this strange businesslike little dog. Every minute or so, Rose would move forward an inch. She had locked on to the eyes of the coyote leader and she did not waver. I walked up alongside her, and it seemed to me her eyes were luminous, almost yellow, bright as the coyotes’.

I held my breath, gripped my stick, and briefly closed my eyes against the wind. When I opened them, the coyotes were gone, and there was no trace of them. Rose growled once or twice, looked up at me, and the two of us headed back to the farmhouse. Every few feet I turned around, shone the light down the path, but there was nothing there.

“Good work, Rosie,” I said, and her tail gave a swish.

So this was the template. In my new life, change and challenge appeared without warning, so continuously that I came to see it as the norm, not the exception. I was never quite sure what to do at first, but Rose always seemed to be absolutely certain of what to do. And so, in this way, my confidence grew, sometimes beyond what was reasonable. I came to believe there was nothing the two of us couldn’t handle. And that turned out to be so.

A few weeks later, my sheep arrived from Pennsylvania, along with a donkey named Carol that I had befriended there, and the whole bunch of them walked right through my crumbling gates and out into the woods as a snowstorm approached. I stood in a now-familiar pose of astonishment and bewilderment and yelled at them to come back. They declined.

I turned to my eager little puppy, circling and almost demanding to take charge. “Go get ’em,” I said, and she did. When I caught up with Rose and the animals about a quarter of a mile across the meadow and into the woods, she had everyone rounded up in a tight little circle and marched them all the way back to the farm and the pasture. She gave me a look of withering contempt and went off to stare down an indignant ewe.
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A few weeks later, I got an even clearer sense of what Rose could do, and what it might mean to me.

A breeding ram had arrived from Massachusetts and the farmer who sold him to me warned me to be careful around him. He was unpredictable and could be dangerous. The farmer urged me not to turn my back around him and to always have a thick stick with me when I was around him, too.

This kind of vigilance—instinctive to farmers who work with livestock but alien to me, who had mostly worked with well-trained dogs—was something I would only learn through experience. The ram didn’t look all that different from the placid ewes, and he showed little interest in me. One afternoon I put him in with the ewes to get to work making lambs.

I was trying to patch a hole in the decaying mesh fence around the pasture, and I got deeply absorbed in the task. Rose was down in a small fenced-in area by the back of the farmhouse. It had originally been a chicken coop and was falling apart, but it was a good place to keep her. Rose was always a serious and businesslike animal, focused on her work, undeterrable and undistractable.

A border collie working is a creature in its own world. Everything else but the sheep vanishes, and the challenge of the herder is to remind the dog that they are part of the work. If Rose was serious under normal circumstances, she radiated intense focus and purpose around the sheep. Her eyes locked in on them, her head went down, and she projected this sense that everything in her reach would do precisely what she wanted. That was almost always what happened.

In our training, I was working to insert myself in the process, so that the work was done in tandem with me, and not apart from me. With a border collie, that is easier said than done, and we were still working on that, so I wanted to keep her confined while I worked up in the pasture. To be honest, I had forgotten about the ram.

So I was completely unprepared when he charged me from behind and drove my head into a thick, wooden fence post. I saw flashing lights. The force of my head crashing into the post shattered my glasses and opened a six-inch gash in my forehead.

It was not a serious wound, but it sure was bloody and I was stunned and confused. I was lying on the ground, groping around for my glasses, and I couldn’t quite understand what had happened, until I squinted and saw the ram turning to charge me again. I barely rolled out of the way. The ewes were frightened and were taking off, running away from the fence. Carol, my donkey, was circling them, frightened and aroused. It looked like a riot breaking out in the pasture. I had rolled behind the stump of a tree but the ram was staring at me, snorting and pawing the ground. I did not want to think of what would happen if it hit me again.

I couldn’t quite see down the hill, but I heard Rose barking frantically. I wish I had brought you up here girl, I thought. The blood had gushed down my face and onto my sweatshirt and hands and I felt dizzy. The ram looked like he was about to come at me again.

I heard a rustling sound to my left and looked over to see a black-and-white streak tearing up the hill. Rose landed with full force on the side of the ram, distracting and enraging him. She circled the ram, barking and nipping as I struggled to my knees. I was amazed to see her attach herself to the ram’s testicles and hang on.

The animal screamed—he sure sounded human—and then spun around two or three times. He couldn’t get at Rose and then, when she let go, she rushed around and bit him on the nose. The ram had enough, turned, and rushed down the hill toward the other sheep. He did not look back.

Rose came over to me, sniffed my face, licked a bit of the blood, and then took off after the sheep. She corralled them, brought them back up to the pasture, nipped Carol the donkey on the rear legs, and ran her off to her stall in the barn.

By this time, I had gotten to my feet and was stanching the blood on my forehead as I tried to make my way down the hill. The riot was over. The sheep were grazing along with the ram; Carol was in the barn. If you took a photo, it would have made a lovely country landscape.

I made my way down the hill, shaking my head to clear it and hobbling on a bruised knee. Working on a farm with livestock is not a pastoral experience, as it appears in paintings and photographs. It is dirty and unpredictable. And the big secret is that the sheep don’t care for it much and will do what they can to undermine the process, including running off, butting, or rebelling. It can get rough at any time, and you can never relax. I was just learning this then.

I looked over at the chicken coop and saw that my enterprising border collie puppy had dug a tunnel at the bottom of the side of the coop that faced the pasture. She had seen me get attacked, dug her way out, and rushed up the hill. My cavalry. She restored order in about ninety seconds. I understood at that moment that I would never again go into the pasture without Rose at my side. From that day on, I would go to the back door and yell “Rosie, let’s go to work!” and before I could finish the sentence, a black-and-white fur rocket would shoot out the door ahead of me and be waiting by the gate when I got there.

When I got to the bottom of the hill, I heard a horn honk. It was Carr. “I see why you got the dog,” he said after I told him what happened and as he got out of the truck to offer me a towel.

    So did I. It was the last time I ever went into the pasture without Rose. It was also the last time any animal butted me into a pole or did me harm.
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CHAPTER 2



Rose and the City on a Hill

In December 2003, two months after I came to the farm, one of the worst blizzards in New York state history struck, trapping my sheep halfway up the pasture with no food or water or shelter.

In the morning, when Rose and I came out, we could not even see up the hill, the drifts were so steep, but we could hear the hungry sheep calling out in alarm. There was no way to get help to the farm. It was the first time in my life I found myself in that situation, or anything like it. Big storms had always meant a day off for me, waiting for the town plows to come along.

I dug out one of the gates and tried walking up the hill but could barely take a step without tumbling. I was stumped about what to do. In the country, there really is no 911, not in storms like this. Nobody can get there. It was a disconcerting feeling.

Rose, still a puppy really, began diving up and through the snow. Her eyes were locked on the sheep, even though she couldn’t see them.

She would vanish, then appear, then vanish, her head and eyes clogged with snow and ice as she tried to make her way up. It seemed to me that she could not make such a trip and survive it. She would either be trapped in the snowdrifts or collapse of exhaustion. Even as she began, and despite the cold, she was panting and her tongue was hanging almost to the ground. The herders call it long tongue, a sign that even the border collie can get tired.

I began crawling up the hill, digging out a few feet in front of me, and then diving in, as Rose had. The progress was slow and exhausting. I had to rest frequently and after a few minutes, I couldn’t hear Rose, nor would she respond to my calls for her to return. There was no way she could get far, and I reassured myself with that thought.

For more than two hours, I heard nothing but the occasional cry of a ewe, as I clawed and dug my way slowly up the hill. My arms ached, and I was nearly dehydrated. I didn’t think I could go much farther.

Rose had never worked in such a storm, but I had seen her dig the sheep out of lesser storms. She would get behind them and nip and charge until they were more frightened of her than what was on the other side. It was exhausting, relentless work, but once she began, she never quit, and she had never failed. Not once.

Suddenly I saw the sheep breaking through the snow in front, plowing their way down to the pole barn, where I had stored some hay. Behind them, encrusted with snow and ice, was Rose and I was so happy to see her alive I shouted with joy. I threw hay down for the sheep—I would come back with some water when I had rested. I picked up an exhausted Rose and carried her back to the farmhouse, where she gulped some water and collapsed near the wood stove.

[image: ]

The basic story of the hero’s journey, Joseph Campbell wrote, involves giving up where you are, breaking the ties of the familiar, going into the realm of adventure, coming to some kind of symbolically rendered realization, and then struggling to return to the world of normal life.

As Campbell made so powerfully clear, being on the hero’s journey doesn’t make one a hero, it just means you are on the journey. Our hero is an ordinary man or woman, uneasy with their life, drawn out of it by the call to adventure. In most myths, writes Campbell, this call is represented by some animal that draws the human into a part of the forest that he doesn’t know or recognize. He doesn’t know how to get out, or where he should go from there. So begins the adventure. The animal often becomes a magical helper, guiding him through the dark and back home.

There is a lot at stake, whether one answers the call or not. Some of those who refuse the call end up without a life. Either they perish, or in trying to lead the mundane lives expected of them, they become what T. S. Eliot called “hollow men.”

That was what was at stake for me in 2003. I was on my way to becoming a hollow man, living in a place I didn’t like in a life I didn’t like.

I was uneasy, almost desperately so, in my life. I heard the call and answered it. Animals led me into this adventure and Rose was my companion and guide.

My farm is not in a wilderness or a jungle, but the life there with animals was much farther into the wild than I had ever gone or was prepared for. In the country, there are always people around to hire or offer help, but you cannot run a farm on your own. Too many unpredictable and urgent things to have to wait for help.

If I had really understood what I was in for when I bought the farm, I probably wouldn’t have done it. That’s the nature of the hero’s journey, I think. You set off into the realm of the dangerous and unexpected and you then seek to acquire what is necessary to survive and return to the world, to rebirth your own life.

I did not grasp at the time that I had left my world behind and was about to enter the darkest and most frightening phase of my life. Nor did I understand that I was beginning to fall apart, crippled by delusion, anxiety, and loneliness. And that all that stood between me and my collapsing existence was a dog that was as brave as I was frightened, as focused as I was distracted, as efficient as I was disorganized.

Rose was also about to answer the call to adventure. She was about to embark on the greatest of canine adventures—to live life as a dog in ways few dogs in American ever get to live:


	Every day of her life, she got to roam free.

	Every day of her life, she got to make decisions.

	Every day of her life, she got to work.

	Every day of her life, she got to herd sheep and hone her skills.

	Every day of her life, she got to pair up with her human companion and evolve together with him.



To any working dog, especially a border collie like Rose, being on a farm with sheep was an opportunity to grow and develop to the fullest extent possible. And she was going to be able to share her gifts, and be recognized for them, not just in my poor and closely connected farming community, but around the world.

I hadn’t been at Bedlam Farm too long before the phone began to ring, and I heard the flat, shy, and uncertain voice of the farmers:

“Hey, I heard you got a working dog over there? Is she for hire?”

This first request for Rose’s services came from Jacob Crowley in nearby Pawlet, Vermont. He had a bunch of cows that had gotten loose a year or so earlier and were living up on a hill near his pasture. The cows were in the woods there, he said. He had dumped hay to them in the winter, and there was a running stream they used for water. This winter was cold, though, and he thought the stream might freeze. He was worried. His dog had gone in a dozen times but couldn’t get them out.

Some people from New York City had bought that land and he needed to get the cows out of there. One or two of them was looking poorly and he was afraid they had become wild. He just hadn’t been able to round them up.

Could my dog help?

I had begun to develop an almost superhuman belief in Rose’s ability to solve problems. I think the more convinced I was, the more it became true. I believe that Rose always sensed my faith in her, as she sensed almost everything I did.

An hour later, we pulled up to Crowley’s dairy farm just off Route 22. He came out of the barn along with his hard-headed blue heeler cattle dog, Fred, who gave Rose a dubious look and a growl. Rose ignored him, her head swiveling, looking for the work. She had never worked cows, or even seen one.

We got in Crowley’s truck and drove around his forty-acre pasture to a thickly forested hill to the south.

I put Rose on a long leash and we walked up to the crest of the hill. I could hear the cows bellowing to one another—I suspected they had seen her.

I let her off the leash and pointed to the woods—she was already looking there—and she took off. I didn’t hear anything for a few minutes, and when I climbed over the crest I saw Rose circling. A couple of the cows were trying to kick her, but she stayed well behind them, circling and then buzzing past them, leaping up to nip at their flanks and tails.

She wasn’t confronting them head-on, just continuing to circle them, making them nervous. They were clustering together, bumping into one another, and into the trees. The largest of the dairy cows put her head down, as if to charge, and Rose came flying through the air and nipped her on the nose.

She repeated this routine maybe a dozen times. I knew she would try to drive the cows to me if they would move, and I was standing in the open so she could see me.

She simply kept repeating this maneuver, again and again, not wavering or altering it. The cows were becoming more anxious and confused. Suddenly she flew into the middle of the herd—there were about a dozen, their coats filled with burrs and mud—and just as suddenly, they all turned and began rushing toward me.

It seemed these cows would rather take their chances with me than Rose. They began trotting, then running, toward me. I stood near a tree and held up my walking stick to slow them down, and they did slow.

Then we all marched down the hill, me yelling “stay, back, stay back,” to Rose. I didn’t want her in kicking range. When cows are nervous, they kick, and their kick can easily kill a small dog.

It was a splendid parade I led that day, and I felt like one of those marching band leaders in their big hats, pumping their sticks in triumph. Man, dog, and cows marched in a straight line down the hill and right toward Crowley, who held open the pasture gate.

He was impressed. I said there was no charge, but when I saw the look on his proud face, I understood that I had made a mistake. I said I would accept a ten-dollar fee.

I found an old straw basket in the barn, put it in my office, and began stashing Rose’s earnings in it. By Christmas, three months after rounding up Crowley’s cows, she had collected more than three hundred dollars. The pile of cash kept growing. I kept intending to use some to buy Rose a steak or some other exotic treat, but she didn’t care much for food or treats and didn’t play with toys. And I came to see it wasn’t necessary. The only reward she ever wished was the very thing she’d just done—the opportunity to work.

Few real farmers can afford the best fences. And many love the old ways—letting the cows go out on pasture in between milking to sit in the moonlight and graze. The economists and other architects of the new global economy have decided that small family farms are inefficient, and few can compete with the prices of the giant corporate farms with poorly paid labor and hundreds of cows living on concrete their whole lives. Family farms are going under all across America, and I have gone to more than a dozen in my small county to photograph their sad last days.

But if the fences were falling apart, there was always Rose. She would round up stray cows, sheep, and goats, usually in the middle of the night.

One farm widow called at 2 A.M., distressed because her only sheep, “a shy sheep,” she called it, was standing out in the field and wouldn’t come in. A huge storm was approaching and she said she just couldn’t sleep knowing the ewe, who was twelve years old, was out there. “She’s a little confused these days,” she said, “like me.”

Rose and I piled into the pickup and roared over to the small farm. Rose stuck her head out of the truck, and the old ewe took one look and went trotting into the barn. We accepted five dollars, a reduced fee, but it would cover the gas, she said.

This kind of experience affected me in so many different ways. It established me in this small, struggling farm community. Few farmers ever paid money for a dog, and it was important, I felt, to show them what a working dog might do for them. At least a half-dozen farmers that I know went out and bought working dogs after seeing what Rose could do. And these dogs did for them what Rose did for me—made life a lot easier and saved many animals.

Rose dazzled the farmers. None of them was much into dog training, or had the time or money for it. No farmer I knew could take hours and hours away from work to train a dog. A few had cattle dogs and mixed-breed border collies, but when there was trouble—cows on a country road at night are a great danger, both to themselves and to hapless drivers—they wanted Rose.

They were invariably awed by her focus and responsiveness, by the way she knew precisely what to do, where to push and drive livestock, by her refusal to be distracted by anything—darkness, cars, trucks, dogs, shouting people.

One farmer paid me the highest compliment of all. When I told him what Rose cost, he whistled, then shook his head. “She’s worth it,” he said. For most farmers, the idea of paying for a dog was unimaginable, heretic.

So I was the proud papa. I loved these late-night forays and joked that I wanted to get a blue flashing light to turn on when we went roaring off in the night. It was the call to adventure, again and again. For me, it was like a fantasy come true.

I never felt all that comfortable with the border collie people and the sheep trial people, nor I suspect, were they with me. I never fully understood the pull of the herding dog, the border collie, the timeless and ancient lure of this partnership—the shepherd and the dog—until I experienced it. I am viscerally uncomfortable in and around groups, or with rules or authority. And there were many rules in this border collie world, many people with strong ideas about how every dog should be, move, and act.

Many of them seemed intense, even joyless. And this world seemed very competitive. I never liked competitions, especially with animals. The dogs can handle things, but when human beings see medals, ribbons, or money, they can get competitive. And to be honest, there was never any group in my life I was willing to join.

I took Rose to a few herding trials, and she won a few ribbons, but they made me nervous, and not surprisingly, she didn’t like them, either. Border collies are among the earth’s most skilled practitioners when it comes to reading human emotions, and if their people—especially people who bring them work—aren’t at ease, they will not be, either.

I had no such issues with the farmers, perhaps because there was no chance of my joining their world, and also because there were no competitions. Ferocious individualists, farmers never tell anybody else what to do, or listen to what anybody else tells them. One reason so many are in so much trouble, I suspect. I was completely at home on these farms, and so was Rose.

The farmers loved me and Rose, and I loved them, and that meant the world to me. All my life, I had always had to call for help when I got into trouble. Now, for the first time in my life, I was the help.

Rose’s rescue missions introduced me to people in the community I might not otherwise have ever met. I was a lost man attempting to find himself in this poor corner of rural life, among people very different from me. I entered their lives day after day and they opened their hearts to me and this brave and reliable little creature.

Farmers are ethical, appreciative people. You do something for them, they do something for you. Every time Rose and I rounded up some cows or goats, we made another friend, a friend for life. Farmers never forget a good turn, and never when I needed advice or help did I find it unavailable. I learned something from each visit and had another person to call.

Rose was helping me connect with my new community. And as my connection grew, I began taking photographs of the farmers in their lost struggle against the corporate world, and the new globalism, which deemed them too insignificant to compete or survive. How strange that I had more in common with them than the boomers and yuppies with whom I had lived for years.

See where a dog can lead you, if you open yourself up to it? See where Rose led me.
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My farm is at the base of a big hill that borders a stream and on the other side are some farm families with livestock. In this world, boundaries are often marked by trees and bushes on a map, and unbeknown to me, pigs and goats and chickens had long been kept at the base of my property, way out of sight and hearing.

Years before I bought the farm, some pigs had escaped and were living in the woods. They had become wild. I knew nothing of pigs beyond the Disney stories I had followed as a kid. I had the vague impression they were docile, smart, and cute. Like Babe. I learned otherwise one cold, misty winter morning when I was out walking the outer edge of the property, trying to figure out how far my ninety acres went.

I heard some intense snorting and growling and was unnerved to see a small herd of dirty, angry wild pigs come roaring out of the woods, right toward me. Rose was behind me, checking something out. These were not the Disney pigs. They were fast, aggressive, and frightening.

I didn’t know until then that pigs have teeth, and can fight and bite and kill. I had unknowingly threatened them in some way and they came tearing at me, snorting and squealing. I held out my walking stick but had absolutely no idea what I should do. I hopped up onto a rock, waving the stick and yelling “Hey, hey!” as if that would somehow be effective.

Rose came rocketing up in front of me and began doing what I called her “rope-a-dope” after Muhammad Ali’s famous way of dancing and making his opponents dizzy. She had never seen a wild pig either, but unlike me, she was ready to figure it out, even as I stood there waving a stick like a fool. I took a cue from her and calmed down.

Rose circled the pigs like a bee and the more they kept turning and watching for her, the more dizzy and confused they got. When they were almost totally disoriented, Rose came up behind the biggest one and nipped her in the side, and the pigs all took off through the brush. I jumped in yelling and smacked the biggest one with my stick. She squealed and moved away.

Suddenly it was quiet, except for the increasingly distant thrashing in the woods. I stood there with my stick, mouth agape. Rose was already off sniffing something else. Thanks to her, I was learning that most animals do not have the patience for a prolonged fight. If you keep cool, they will eventually choose a safer course.

Rose seemed to thrive on her opportunity to grow and learn, and she became more confident and poised by the day. Because she was given the chance to think, she did. Because she had problems to solve, she learned how to solve them. Because she got to work with me every day, we learned to work together. She had an advantage—powerful instincts. I had a different advantage—the human ability to strategize. We became a team to be reckoned with.

When Rose saw the pigs—other dogs I know might have run or backed off or even gotten into a fight—she simply went into action. She knew what to do. Every experience—on our farm and other farms—seemed to go into her computer-like brain. Each made her stronger, clearer. Me, too.
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I have always believed there is a profound spiritual quality in the love of animals, and in their companionship. A connection of the heart, not of the mind or of logic. Rose helped me to begin my search for a spiritual life. After my second year at Bedlam Farm, it became clear to me that my wife, a respected journalist, did not want to move to the farm and would not be coming there.

And I knew, almost from the first day, that I could never go back to my life in suburban New Jersey. I did not yet know what others around me could see—this was also the beginning of the end of my marriage. We were spending more and more time apart. Increasingly, the farm became my home, the focus of my work. I wrote books there. HBO made a movie of A Dog Year there. People came to see me and interview me there.

I loved the farm, and I loved the work, but my life seemed lonely, even bleak. I sensed, on some level, that I was beginning to fall apart. I spent too much money. I lost perspective. I succumbed to impulse and disconnected myself from other human beings. Animals can do that if you let them. You sink into yourself and away from human connection. You tell yourself sometimes that your animals are enough, even if, for me, they were not nearly enough.

Remote farms are tough places to be, even if you have some human companionship. Without someone to share that life, a farm can be inexpressibly isolating. I wanted a spiritual life. I needed that to make sense of my life, and to begin the return journey to a normal life.

I have always loved Thomas Merton and the great early Christian writers—St. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas—and their work has always been a part of my call to adventure. When I was at my worst, frightened or sad, I would gather a book, some water, and a snack and I would go out into the pasture with Rose. Rose always knew where I was going without being told—she could read my intentions, as many dogs can with people.

My farm is in a setting so beautiful that it stuns people when they first see it. The farmhouse is at the bottom of a hill that overlooks a lush agricultural valley. The hill rises up past the farmhouse and crests about a quarter mile above, where the hilltop breaks into an old open pasture. From up there, the view is even more breathtaking. It is the top of the world, rolling green pasture ringed by beautiful old trees and lush dark forest.

Early on, I named it Rose’s Hill, because up there, Rose seemed the absolute monarch of her domain. Down in the lower pasture, around the barns, she took orders from me, worked with me to move the animals around. But up on the top of the hill, no commands were issued. She could relax and enjoy a place she seemed to love more than any other. Down below, Rose was my helper. Up on the hill, it was me who was on the sidelines, an observer.

As I climbed the hill, she would go off and collect the sheep. By the time I got to the top of the hill, puffing and sweating, Rose and the sheep would be waiting for me.

I would open the gate, and Rose would take the sheep out to the big, open pasture, a golden field that stretched off into the woods. I kept a big Adirondack chair up there in the field, and there I would sit with different books, including Augustine’s City of God, and read it aloud to Rose, and to the sheep. She seemed interested. The sheep did not.

I do not know how dogs really process joy, but I know that Rose was never more peaceful than when we were sitting up on the top of that hill. The wind would blow, stirring the wildflowers that coated the meadow. Clouds would skirt the valley below, the sheep spread out with their heads down grazing. Rose would sit right by the edge of my chair, watching them, turning every now and then to nuzzle me, to put her head in my hand. My chair was her base, her anchor, the place from which she watched the sheep and ventured out to move them around, to keep them together. No matter where she went, she always came back to the chair. I would often bring a bowl and a bottle of water to fill it, but she never drank. She always waited until we got back down to the barns to drink out of the troughs there.

Up there, I would read Augustine’s dreams and prayers to her, and I could almost touch the bond between us, see it deepen and grow. She was so at peace there, her ears up, her eyes scanning the flock, her fur covered in ragweed and burrs. If any of the sheep wandered too far over to the other side, she would slink off and vanish into the tall grass and in a minute or so, they would be back.

It was seamless, beautiful and as natural a thing as I had ever seen.

When sheep are content and grazing, their heads are down, and when their heads are all down, herding dogs relax their guard and the herder is calm, his or her universe at peace. Here, more than any other place I have ever been, I glimpsed Augustine’s world, his “City of God,” his shining light on a hill. Here, I was at peace in a way I had never known before. Here, I was in the moment, pure and undistracted by life, its worries, intrusions, and technology. No messages but beauty and peace could find me here, no emails, calls, texts. This was a place I never brought a cellphone, and where I shed the world as if it were just a crumbling skin.

Look, I would think, at what this dog is making possible, what she is doing for me.

She is taking the sheep to pasture.

She is protecting them from wandering, predators, rocks, and valleys.

She is opening my heart and soul to the world beyond care and worry, fear and obligation.

She is a magical helper, leading me to where I needed and wished to go.

See where she has brought me, to the city on a hill.

How she opens my heart to love, and the creative spark inside of me.

And so I would sit for hours with Rose at the top of the world and sometimes inexplicably cry, for she had helped me see what I was seeking on my call to adventure, why I had left everything familiar and come to this strange and beautiful and disturbing place. And this beautiful thing began growing inside of me.

    “Thank you,” I would whisper, when she would come over to me and put her beautiful head on my knee, or lick my hand while it held a book.
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CHAPTER 3



Rose’s Gifts

Rose opened all kinds of doors for me, brought me so many gifts, almost from the very beginning. And as our confidence in each other grew, all kinds of things were suddenly possible.

I have previously written a little about my family, which was troubled and in disarray for most of my life. I have an older brother and sister, but life sent us apart and scattered us.

My sister and I were very close when I was younger, but we grew distant, and by the time I came to the farm, we had not spoken or seen each other for more than a decade. I did not know where she lived, what she was doing, or how she was. It was not that we were angry with each other—we never were—it just sometimes seemed too painful for us to deal with each other.

My sister was one of the most important relationships in my life. We grew up clinging to each other in a mad world, and I thought for many years that I was responsible for her, and had failed to help her when I could have. I was to learn that this was not so, that I was not responsible for her, and that she could care for herself, but by that time it was almost too late, or so it seemed until Rose showed up.

This separation was painful for me. One day, just after the publication of The Dogs of Bedlam Farm, I got an email. My sister had seen the book at a library, read it, and was surprised to see the turns my life had taken. She told me that she was also living on a farm in New York state, about five hours away from me.

She was living there with her dogs, mostly Newfoundland rescues, and she hoped to get some donkeys and goats. I cannot describe how affected I was by the idea that the two of us, raised in a working-class neighborhood in Providence, Rhode Island, and dragged by life all over the country, had each ended up on a farm, with animals, just a few hours from the other. On a different scale, and in a different way, she was choosing the same kind of life as me. What to make of that?

Neither of us discussed our long separation. Born in a family with continuous drama, we avoided drama at all costs. We did not show emotion, ever, as that was a dangerous thing for us to do in our former life.

My sister had read that I had a working dog, a border collie. Perhaps I could help her with a problem, she wrote. Her new neighbors had a huge tract of land, and years earlier, a number of Romney sheep had escaped from a nearby farm and had lived in the woods ever since. They were seen from time to time, heading for the pond, and they looked sickly and worn. My sister is an animal lover and her heart ached for them.

We had both wanted to get in touch with each other, it seemed, but hadn’t been able to do it. There was another reason she reached out to me, I gathered, one that was harder for her to talk about, but that touched me. She had moved to the country from a city, and knew almost no one. Helping round up the wild sheep would be a way for her to meet people, to be known, to feel connected.

All her neighbors were worried about the sheep, and though any number of border collies and animal rescue groups and state game officers had tried to help, none had been successful.

My sister did not need to say what we both knew, that the very idea of pulling off such a thing seemed joyously irresistible to both of us. We both shared that kind of a streak.

The next day, Rose and I set out for central New York.

The topography was very different than my county along the Vermont border. The farms were vast and the terrain flat for miles. There were fewer rolling hills or mountains there. It was more isolated than Bedlam Farm and seemed more midwestern to me. The old farms, though, were just as beautiful, the old farmhouses, the giant barns, the sense of a vanishing way of life. I followed the directions my sister had given me, near the end heading up a hill and onto a country lane.

I drove right past a women standing by the back door of a house, and it never occurred to me that this was my sister, it had been so long. But this woman, a generation older than when I had last seen her, was standing on her steps, waiting for someone. There was a particular look in her eye, and it triggered some memories for me. I doubled back, got out of the car, and we ran toward each other somewhat awkwardly and hugged.

We talked a bit, and then, while it was still light, we headed out to the neighbors’ hill, up from a large pond, where the sheep were rumored to be. My sister was mesmerized by Rose, who got out of the car, looked contemptuously at the huge lumbering Newfoundlands barking at her through a fence, and then looked at me impatiently, as she so often did. Rose smelled work, sensed it as racehorses and trial dogs do, and she was eager to get to it.

We all drove over to the next road. There was a frozen pond to the right, a farmhouse to the left, and above both, a gentle hill with a heavy stand of trees. This had to be where the sheep lived.

Various people had been trying to catch the wild sheep for more than three years. The sheep were strong, fast, and wily. No one had even gotten close to capturing them, not even the platoon of trained border collies brought in. Yet even then, it did not really occur to me that Rose would fail. I had never seen that.

Two border collies had spent a couple of days just a week earlier trying to get them out, but they kept vanishing and the dogs wore out. We got out of the car and Rose looked up the hill. I didn’t see anything, but she did. She looked at me and I said, “Get the sheep, girl.” She rocketed up the hill and into the brush. I climbed the hill behind her.

It was a long hike to the top. The hill wasn’t that high, but the brush was impenetrable. Some of the neighbors—the pond was ringed with houses—came to the bottom of the hill to watch. I heard some rustling in the brush. For more than an hour, I saw Rose darting back and forth through the thick brush, and once in a while I got a glimpse of the poor sheep, their fleece trailing off them, their eyes rheumy. Suddenly one of them appeared in front of me, Rose right behind.

The ewe darted one way, then the other, but Rose was right behind her. Every time the ewe turned, Rose was in front of her. Rose had a particular gift for driving—she used it all the time during lambing. She would get behind a ewe and weave, move from side to side, keeping pressure on the ewe, keeping her going in one direction—to me. Rose was also absolutely tireless and undistractable. When she set out to do something, she did it. Few animals had her focus, speed, or sense of balance. Her athleticism—critical in moving animals—was striking. They all seemed to quit before she did. Rose never quit. Not in heat, snow, ice, rain. Ever.

If you get one sheep, then the others might try to join them. Rose drove the frightened ewe right to me and I leaped forward and threw a halter rope over her head, and it caught. She struggled and kicked and then froze as Rose got into her face and gave her a nip on the nose and the eye.

With Rose behind, I dragged the ewe down the hill, and then a farmer came up and took her the rest of the way.

We did this five more times. By now Rose had it figured out. She would find one ewe, get behind her, and just walk her down the hill toward me.

Two of them rushed past me and onto the frozen pond. This was an almost surreal scene for me, up near the Finger Lakes in upstate New York: Rose and I and two ratty old fugitive sheep spinning out of control in graceful but widening circles around and around a frozen pond as a growing number of neighbors and passersby were gathering to watch. None of us, human or animal, could get a footing on the slick ice. I couldn’t even remember ever having been on ice before and I was unable to stop or maneuver in my farm boots.

Rose had never been on ice before, either, and I thought I saw her panic—her legs scrambling for footing—for just a second before she gathered herself and figured out how to dig her claws in the surface enough to get some purchase.

This was one of the first times I saw this very pronounced Rose trait—strategizing. Confronted with a new situation, she would pause briefly, and then figure something out. That was what she did on the ice. Her keen mind got to make these kinds of decisions often, decisions that few dogs in America get to make, and it was a powerful experience to see this kind of decision making grow.

While I slid toward the shore before upending myself and landing on my butt, Rose headed in this ethereal ballet toward the sheep, who had definitely panicked and were scrambling for the shore. Rose would bark and slither and slide behind them, always keeping them between her and dry ground. Instinctively, they tried to move away from her, and that brought them to the shore.

I grabbed on to one of them, my sister and a neighbor grabbed the other, and we all ended up on dry ground in a tangled heap. We slipped halters around both sheep, and soon they were being pushed and dragged toward a nearby corral, Rose behind, nipping, bringing up the rear, keeping things moving.

By day’s end the sheep were all in a farmer’s corral eating hay and drinking water. An Amish family was on their way to take them to their farm.

One neighbor after another came up to my sister to thank her, to compliment Rose, to tell how they had watched her slipping and sliding along the ice and couldn’t believe she managed to stay behind the sheep until we could grab them.

One of the neighbors had shot a video and said he was sending it to the local news channel, which had run several stories on the wild sheep in the hills. Several dog lovers came out to say how impressed they were with Rose, how brave and skilled she was. My sister was beaming at her baby brother’s achievement. I was glowing with pride in Rose, and in myself. What a wonderful thing to be able to do.

I spent the night in my sister’s house, getting reacquainted, Rose staring uncomfortably at the Newfoundlands, wondering, I think, if they were some kind of sheep. This, too, was Rose: totally at ease when working, even in the most challenging situations, but rarely at ease in the role of a domestic pet. She refused to play with my sister’s dogs, run with them outside, or even acknowledge their existence. And then, there was that look: Why are we still here? Can we get back to work?

As we drove off the next morning, I knew that there had been no miracles. My sister and I had a lot of work to do before we could truly reconnect. But I turned to Rose, who was staring out the window, uncomfortable as always in a car, and I said, “Hey, girl, thank you.”
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There was always something mystical about Rose, something out of my reach.

One night a fierce windstorm struck the farm and I heard tree limbs cracking outside and a door banging in the house.

I came downstairs—it was early summer, and the crickets had been blasted into submission and were quiet, which was unusual—and I saw that the back door had been blown open by the wind. I had heard the sheep calling out to one another as they do in severe weather.

I shouted for Rose but could not find her. I got my boots and jeans on and walked out behind the farmhouse, then opened the pasture gate. I saw the sheep huddled together way up the hill as branches and leaves blew across the open field and the wind whistled through the trees and made the barns creak.

I was worried about Rose. She could take care of herself, but it was unusual for her not to come when I called. I wondered if a coyote or some other animal had gotten into the pasture. So I climbed the hill. Clouds were moving in rapidly, but there was a full moon and the old farmhouse glowed in the night like a proud battleship.

I walked the two hundred or so yards up to the top of the hill where the sheep usually gathered at night—they like to be up high where they can see things—and I could not see Rose at first, but as I got closer and the sky opened up a bit, I was enchanted by this very beautiful scene. Rose was sitting right next to the sheep, and the moon reflected beautifully off of her black-and-white coat. She was squinting in the wind, and when I called out, she turned to me as if to say, “This is where I need to be, this is where I will stay tonight.” She had chosen to come to the sheep in the wind, to sit with them. They were in no way uneasy with her sitting there that night, even though they usually began to move and stir at the sight of her—border collies and sheep have their own history.

The scene was eerily beautiful, stark and mythic. It was as if Rose and the sheep were performing an ancient ritual of understanding. She was sitting by them, as if to calm them, to reassure them, to say that she would keep them safe, from the winds, from the debris blowing through the air, from the howling roar of the storm coming through the dense forest.

I had no place there, no role. I was not needed, and I did not feel welcome. I watched for a little while and then walked down the hill behind.

I left the back door open, tying the knob to the pantry door with a rope. In the morning, when I came down, the storm had passed and Rose was asleep, just inside the back door, the pasture rolling up the hill in front of her.
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I came to Bedlam Farm with my sheep in October 2003, days ahead of a relentless winter. I wanted to breed the sheep, have lambs, perhaps sell some of the wool to weavers, send some of the sheep to market. I didn’t simply want to be a gentleman farmer. I wanted the farm to be a real place where real animals lived real lives.

A friend helped me track down a sheep farmer in Massachusetts who had a breeding ram to sell for two hundred dollars. Good papers, health certificate from the vet, and the father of some proud and beautiful offspring.

The ram came in November. He was unloaded from a small, rickety trailer, and Rose escorted him right into the pasture. He tried to butt her once or twice and then gave up and ran.

The sheep farmers reminded me that the lambs would be born in February, if all went well, and that I would need to be prepared with lambing pens, heat lamps, and hay. To be candid, I need to say that it is close to insane to lamb in February in upstate New York. I would not do it again.

I had done my homework, and had arranged for all of those things, but still, I was not even remotely prepared for the brutality of the winter or the challenges of lambing. That winter was one of the worst on record. One storm after another, finger-numbing subzero cold, and snow on the ground until April. The farmers told me that was what winter used to be like, but it was not like any winter I had ever seen in my previous lives in Massachusetts, New York City, Texas, or New Jersey.

I had my medical supplies, syringes, medications, tail dockers, vitamins, supplements, lamb’s milk, iodine, pens, lamps, straw, hay, heated water buckets. I had towels, and extra flashlights.

The first wave of lambs came three weeks early, in the middle of the night and in the middle of a blinding snowstorm. I had believed I had plenty of time to get the ewes we thought were pregnant into the lambing pens I had built in the barn.

I remember sleeping in bed upstairs in the farmhouse and being awoken suddenly by a cold dog nose against my arm. Rose had hopped up into bed and was whining. She only did that when something was wrong. I had learned the hard way not to question this, but to get up and follow her

I looked out the window at the snow, piled up in drifts and still coming down hard, and muttered to myself. I got dressed quickly—I believe I was very much afraid of what I would find out there—and followed Rose downstairs. I put on my boots and heavy parka. Rose led me in the deepening slow and blustery cold winds to the pasture gate. We walked through the gate, into the barn, and out the other side, toward where the sheep were riding out the storm under the roof of my pole barn, a three-sided structure that the animals used for shade from the sun and shelter from snow and rain.

Once we got to the pole barn, Rose moved straight out into the snow, up the hill, and away from the barn, vanishing into the snowy mist. I turned on the huge light at the rear of the barn, switched on my foot-long flashlight, and then moved out into the storm, an awe-inspiring blend of heavy wind, drifting snow, and bitter cold.

I wondered why Rose was not moving to the pole barn. Was a ewe in trouble? After a second, over the howling noise of the wind, I heard a ewe baaing, a high-pitched call of alarm, and stumbled toward the sound. Ten or fifteen yards to the side of the pole barn, the lights illuminated a beautiful, if haunting scene.

A ewe was lying on her side, clearly in childbirth, afterbirth streaming out of her uterus. Snow was crusted over her wool coat and was beginning to drift over her frame. I saw Rose looking away from her, at a little mound moving under the snow.

At first I thought this curious shape might be a raccoon or stray dog or fox, or some other animal struggling through the snow. As I got closer, I saw it was a newborn lamb, still glistening with fluid, shivering in the snow and cold.

I was frozen for a brief moment by the awful beauty of the scene. Rose moved quickly to head off the lamb, who was going uphill.

I knew—she also did, clearly—that a newborn lamb out in a storm meant almost certain death. I had heard stories of farmers finding lambs frozen to the ground.

I also knew that if she were separated from her mother for too long, the ewe would reject her and refuse to give her milk. The lamb would either die or have to be bottle-fed, a difficult and laborious process.

The lamb stood braying at Rose, perhaps thinking she was her mother. Rose seemed to understand that this creature was frail. She did not bark, charge, or nip at her.

Rose stood her ground gently in front of the lamb. She held the lamb in position until I could scramble up the hill, get my arms around the little creature, and then start to make my way back to the barn.

Rose did not need any commands. She stayed behind with the ewe, who was still lying on her side, struggling. The mother seemed ill to me, as if she might be dying. It could be anything—the birth, the cold, internal bleeding. The sheep farmers would often talk about “SSSD”—Sick Sheep Suddenly Die, and it was often true. A ewe would be sick in the morning and dead at noon. The vets never really knew why.

I got out my cellphone and put in an emergency call to my large-animal vet, leaving a message about where Rose and I were. Kirk had been to the farm before; he would come quickly and would know where to find us. Large-animal vets are the Texas Rangers of the animal world. They come when you call them and are prepared to handle just about anything.

I got the bleating lamb—hungry and calling out for its stricken mother—into the barn, into one of the straw-lined stalls, and put the heat lamp on. I wiped the lamb off with a towel, gave her a vitamin shot, cut the umbilical cord, treated her with iodine, rubbed her roughly to get her circulation going, and squirted a thick vial of lamb’s milk into her mouth. She stood, shook herself off, and cried out for her mother.

Out in the storm, I heard the ewe’s weakening and pitiful replies. In the animal world, the strongest instincts are always those involving mothering. As Rose would learn, even the most docile sheep would turn into a lion if she thought her babies were being threatened. So if the ewe had been well, she would have been up and frantically searching for her offspring, at least for a while.

When I had the lamb as settled as I could, I went out and back up the hill. The storm was in full fury. My fingers and toes were already numb and aching, my glasses instantly frosted over with ice and snow, and I could barely see five feet in front of me. I had to take my glasses off to see at all. I found Rose and the ewe right where I had left them. The ewe was still on her side, breathing but silent, and Rose was standing right over her, looking down.

Rose had an inch or two of snow across her head and back, and the scene was stunning in its power and quiet drama. I had not seen Rose like this—close, intense, still. She seemed to know what she could do, and what she could not do. And right then there was nothing she could do. She seemed protective of the ewe. She did not look around or try to leave. Rose seemed to have the sense that this was her responsibility.

I tried to pull the ewe up to her feet but could not; she just kept flopping over. Her eyes were open, warm breath coming out of her nostrils, her stomach rising up and down ever so slightly. I kept poking her and talking to her. “Get her up, Rosie,” I pleaded. “Get her up.” I thought of the sheep up in the pole barn, agitated by our presence and the cries of the ewe; the wind whistling across the pasture, and the snow piling up. Rose changed her demeanor, and when she heard the command and the tone of my voice, she began nipping at the ewe, first around her nose, then to the rear.

The ewe was at first silent, then seemed to emerge from a trance. Rose charged, then backed off, and charged and backed off again. The sounds from the ewe were stronger, and Rose seemed to quicken her pace, circling the ewe, the snow blowing off her coat as she raced back and forth. Get her up, Rosie, get her up. It was just the two of us, up in the pasture, farm from the world, working together in this powerful way. Don’t give up, Rosie, don’t give up. Get her up, get her up.

And I was talking to myself as well. Don’t give up, don’t give up. Is this what it feels like to be God, I wondered? Responsible for the life of another being? We seemed to take strength from each other, Rose and I. We were working together wordlessly, as if we both knew what we had to do together. Then suddenly the ewe was on her feet, bleating and searching frantically for her baby, and butting Rose.

The ewe began to head out into the storm looking for the lamb, and Rose knew to cut her off, to get the ewe between her and me. She either slipped on the slick hillside or collapsed, falling on her side into the deepening snow. I struggled to get the ewe up, sliding in the mud and ice and snow, my toes and fingers burning in protest against the wet and cold.

For a moment, I felt utterly alone on the earth, and then, looking down at this intensely focused dog, not even thinking of quitting, I settled in. Let’s get it done, Rosie, let’s get it done. I said that so many times over the next few years, out loud and in my head.

I realized that I knew how to get the ewe into the barn. I stumbled back into the barn, grabbed a blue sling, slipped it under the lamb, picked her up, and brought her out into the storm. Keep her there, Rosie, keep her there.

And she did. I knew she would. When we got close, the lamb began crying out, and the ewe recognized her voice, then her smell. Frantic, she forgot about Rose and began moving toward me, toward her baby. I saw her bond with her baby and was shown again what a powerful instinct mothering is. I started moving backward toward the barn, sliding and falling but holding the lamb out in that sling. The ewe, uncertain, began following me, and when she panicked and tried to bolt, Rose got behind her and nipped at her to turned her back toward me. I kept holding out the lamb in that sling.

The four of us—me, Rose, the ewe, and her lamb—were in this strange and ancient ballet, down the steep hill, back and forth, sometimes in circles, sometimes in a straight line, until the lamb and I made it into the barn. There the ewe balked, refusing to come in, and ran right over Rosie and began to climb up the hill to the pole barn, her safe place.

Rose turned into a wolf right there, barking and circling. She seemed larger to me, so determined, and then the ewe turned and ran toward me, deciding a man and a barn were much safer. When she ran into the barn I told Rose to stay and she planted herself in the door. There was no way the ewe was getting out. I backed into the pen with the lamb and the ewe followed, and then I closed the gate and the two were safe and warm inside. The ewe still did not look good. She had trouble standing and was weak; her eyes were cloudy. She was not yet accepting the lamb.

I rushed into the barn shed and got a jar of molasses and mixed it with water—energy for the exhausted ewe. There was no sweeter, deeper feeling than seeing that mother and child in their pen, dry and warm in a storm. We did it, Rosie, we did it.

And then I saw Rosie turn her head toward the barn door. She ran to it, and then I saw her swivel and tense, her ears up, fully alert. Something was wrong, something had happened, and I heard the cry that she had just heard, piercing and sharp.

Another lamb. There was another lamb up there. She had twins, I thought; she must have had twins, and both of them had been searching for her in the storm as she lay on her side.

It was then I heard my vet Kirk pull into the driveway, the lights from his big white truck shining into the barn. He came rushing in with his kit, stomping his boots, and I yelled for him to take care of the ewe, that there might be another lamb, a twin up the hill. Rose was already gone, back up the hill. I ran through the snow to find her, and at first I couldn’t, but then, about twenty yards from where we had found the ewe, she was sitting over a small figure covered in snow. Ice was forming on her head and more.

Looking back, I ask myself sometimes why this mattered so much. What is another ewe, another lamb in the world? Why did we care so much, me and this dog? But that is the responsibility of a farm, and that was our nature, mine and Rose’s. And we were soon to learn what we could not do, as well as what we could.

I set down the light and picked up the lamb. Then Kirk was behind me, crashing up the hill in snow and wind, holding his big brown bag, his stethoscope swinging back and forth on his neck from the wind. It was just us.

Like a ship out at sea in a sudden fog, the farmhouse and its lights had vanished in the snow, as if all of the life in the world had been blown away.

I held the lamb in my lap and Kirk put the scope on it, listened, and then handed it to me. I heard a slow, dimming thump, and then it stopped. Kirk gave the lamb an injection, massaged its heart, and turned it upside down.

The ewe was okay, he said, giving me the good news first. Mother and baby were fine; the lamb was nursing, the mother permitting it. He had expressed some of her milk and rubbed it on the baby. They had bonded. But this one, he said, was gone.

Kirk was no stranger to this; he saw life and death every day on one farm or another. He went back into the barn to tend to the ewe and the lamb. I was surprised, shaken and numb, feeling so many things out there in that snowy pasture, Rose and I sat quietly over the dead body, this lamb that was our responsibility. Just a few minutes ago I had been asleep in bed. It was hard to get my bearings in that field, on that night.

Rose, too, I think, was uncharacteristically thrown off balance. She was not so sure about the world now. She had never seen a dead sheep before, never seen something in her charge die, nor had I. It was an awful feeling, not so much of grief, but of failure and sadness. I should have known, should have been better prepared, should have avoided this.

That night, on that hill, Rose and I did not yet know much about farms, about animals, about the nature of life. We could not have imagined, either of us, how many times we would be standing by the dead or injured bodies of animals, how quickly our gullibility and fantasies about our own power and a life with animals would crumble and fade.

I came quickly to learn, and so did Rose, that death was as much a part of life on a farm as sunrise. Lambs died, ewes failed to survive childbirth, hawks swooped down on chickens, dogs got sick and died or had to be put down, coyotes left bits of their kill on the paths, rabid feral cats and raccoons and skunks died or got shot, donkeys keeled over from strokes, barn cats vanished overnight.

Rose, who kept a census of all things on the farm, was utterly professional and dispassionate about it that night. But it was not the same after that. Our world had changed. We had just learned a lot about life. We had left the world of pets behind forever, had shed the notion that the animals we cared for could live in paradise without death or suffering.

I left Rose alone to sit up on the hill with the lamb for as long as she wished. Even then, I had this instinct to let Rose work things out, had this instinct to trust her, to see her amazing ability to process things and move forward, something I have struggled almost all of my life to learn how to do.

I came down to the barn to talk to Kirk and make sure my first lamb was healthy.

The vet left in a few minutes, leaving me exhausted, cold, hurting, and rattled, with a sack of pills, medicines, and instructions. It was going to be a wild lambing season. Thank God for Rose. I went to the rear of the barn, surprised that Rose had not come down yet to check on things.

The barn floodlight was on and I turned the flashlight on the dark hill. There was Rose lying down next to the dead lamb, and looking down at the barn, at me.
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Living with Rose, I came to a deepening sense of the spiritual experience that is the true bond, I think, between dogs and humans. We often think of dogs as cute or loving, as companions, but there is often something deeper at the core, and with Rose I came to it again and again, sometimes in ways I never dreamed.

One night, shortly after I moved to the farm in 2003, I began the practice of walking with Rose on a long and winding path into the deep woods that adjoined the farm property, land I eventually bought and now own. When I asked about it, no one seemed to know who owned this land, and the neighbors said they avoided it, as the legend had it that it was haunted. There were all kinds of reports of strange sights and sounds coming from the woods, and even the deer hunters wouldn’t go there, not even in broad daylight.

The path, I was told, went more than a mile into the woods, and was in fact not a path at all, but an old dirt road, built before the Revolutionary War. The road led to two or three old farm sites and foundations, long abandoned. Nobody seemed to know where they were, and I had never seen them, despite frequent walks on that path with the dogs.


    
I did not take these ghostly reports seriously. Nothing made the locals happier than telling outlandish stories to gullible outlanders and city people, then laughing behind their backs. I had been a police reporter in some tough towns—Boston, Philadelphia, Washington, D.C.—and ghost stories did not impress me. Living humans were a lot scarier.

Partially to train Rose, and also because I came to love those deep and quiet woods, I took to walking on the path with her. I’d leave the other dogs behind most evenings and would also begin training Rose to honor the road—to pause before crossing it—and come when called.

Rose was a canine version of the GPS. She would instantly notice and go to anything that was not present on her previous visit. I discovered this the first time (of many) that I dropped my cellphone or keys or wallet out on the path, from bouncing on the ATV or bending over to pick up a rock or take a picture. The first time I lost my cell, I took Rose out on the path, never expecting to see my phone again, and halfway into the woods she made a beeline for a pile of leaves and there it was, invisible to me. She put her nose to it. From that point on, whenever I lost anything—lens caps, hats, keys, pens, cellphones, money—anywhere on the farm, I’d say, “Rose, go find it,” and almost every time, she did.

She had a detailed map of the farm in her head, and if anything was out of place, animal or material, she would find it. In this way, I think she literally took possession of the farm and all things therein.

One chilly night, just as dusk approached, we had walked far out into the woods—perhaps a mile on the old road—to try to find my lost cellphone. Rose and I were coming back within sight of the farmhouse and its barns when she suddenly stiffened, her ears back, her tail low, and growled in a low and curious way, and then moved behind me.

I’d never seen her look like this or act like this. Rose was as close to fearless as any creature I had known and I wondered if she hadn’t seen a snake or strange animal. I saw her looking straight down the path.

I looked up and saw a tall, thin man, barely visible in the gathering darkness, bearing straight at me. He was holding a tall walking stick, wearing a brown slouch hat, leggings, and old leather boots. The sight was startling in several ways. First, no one should have been on that path or ever had been; second, his clothes seemed odd and very old; and third, it seemed to me that I could see the dark red of the big barn right through his chest. It looked like he had a small dog walking beside him, but I couldn’t see that clearly.

I waved and called out to him, but he refused to answer, almost as if I were not there, or he had some hostile intent. Rose was a good ways behind me, which also was unusual. She was always in front of me when there was trouble, always ready to take it on, from battering rams to wild pigs. Not this time. Something was really frightening her.

I took stock of the situation and was thinking of making a run for it up the incline to our left. I decided not to. I had a right to be on the path, and I wasn’t about to run; that wasn’t going to be the way I lived on my own farm. I just couldn’t imagine what this strange, tall man could want with me, and I felt the hackles on my neck go up just as Rose’s were.

I stiffened, prepared to stand or even to fight, and in an instant the man was gone, almost as if he had come right through me. I looked back and forth and saw nothing, and if I hadn’t seen Rose growling, whining and running in circles, I would have doubted my own eyes. As it was, I wondered if the evening light wasn’t playing some tricks on me. Still, I was shaking and so was my dog.

The next morning, I drove up the hill to see Ida, a woman in her late eighties who was the local storyteller. Ida lived in an old trailer, had lived there her whole life, and she knew the area’s history and gossip better than anyone. I called her Queen Ida, and she said her crumbling trailer was her palace. Every night, she sat on a yellow chair in front of her home with her one-eyed fourteen-year-old Corgi and held court.

I knocked on the door, and soon the four of us—Rose was with me, although she completely ignored Ignatius, the Corgi—were sitting in her raggedy old lawn chairs sipping tea and I told her my story.

Well, she said, the story of the path was this. Around the time of the Revolutionary War, there was a young farm family living down that road, raising sheep and cows. The farmer, his beautiful young wife—an educated woman from New York City—and their three children all lived there.

One bitter winter, he was called off to be with the militia in one of the Indian wars. When he came back, he found his wife and three children dead in their farmhouse, stricken by a fever. His wife had written him some letters in the weeks before she died, and when he returned they were still in the house, which he could never bear to live in again. He abandoned it.

It remained unoccupied, the wood rotted and blown down by a series of storms, by time and brutal winters. Nobody went there, not even foolish children, she said. Only the coyotes, and once, the wolves. She was sure that dogs could still smell the scent of the wolves, she said.

Ida said she thought his name might be Alexander, and he walked the path every night looking for his family, for his wife and children. Why do you ask? asked Ida. You must have seen him.

I shrugged, and said I wasn’t sure.

From that day on, whenever we got into the deep woods, halfway down the path, Rose would lower her head and rush past a certain spot. I could never get her to stop or go there or explore it with me. I thought there might be some sound or smell dogs hated. Even if I called her, she would refuse to come, and if I looked in the woods, she would bark and whine so much that I always thought of the TV show Lassie, where the unnaturally clean and beautiful collie would bark to warn young Timmy of danger. Lassie was always rescuing Timmy from trouble—bad guys, falling into wells. It always seemed a bit silly to me, until I lived with Rose.

One day Rose surprised me by stopping and sitting on the path and looking quietly up at me. I believed she was trying to tell me something, but I had no idea what. I looked where she was looking and walked into the woods. I was surprised to see a stone foundation, very old. I knew right away, even as I felt goose bumps rising all over my body, that it was almost certainly the foundation of the farmhouse Ida and the other neighbors talked about. Rose would not come with me, and I just couldn’t imagine why I had never seen it before. It was just off the path, although covered in brush.

I found some old steps and climbed down, and there, sitting on one of the ledges, was an old glass inkwell, beautiful and in almost pristine condition except for some dirt and mud. How had it come to be sitting there, and for so many years, untouched and out in the open? I took it to an antique dealer in Salem, New York, who said it was more than two hundred years old.

I never saw the figure of the man again and I never went back to the foundation. I guess I thought it would be violating some other family’s private space. I did keep the inkwell on my desk and it is there still, something I look at every day when I write. It has some special aura for me, a creative one. I love to look at it when the sun comes through the window behind it; it is radiant and beautiful, even the bubbles blown into its sides.

I understand now that I had seen a ghost, though I have never believed in ghosts, not for one day of my life. But I know my dog, and I know she saw something that frightened her, that was beyond her real or genetic experience.

Had Rose not been with me, I would not have believed my sighting of this man. Had she not walked on the path, I would never have been led to this old farmhouse. Had she not stopped silently there, I would not have found the inkwell. Or the barn.
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Once, a farmer in Granville, New York, called and asked us for help in getting his cows back in through the fence. They were walking around on busy Route 22.

He had an aging mutt, a farm dog who was nearly blind, and although he ran alongside Rose and made a lot of noise, he couldn’t do much—he was very slow on his tired legs—and I was touched by how Rose tolerated him and deferred to him while she rounded up the cows.

As a photographer, I have spent a lot of time in the struggling dairy farms that sprawl like tapestry all over my county. Unlike the farms you see on Vermont postcards and calendars, real farms are stinky, crumbling, chaotic places, pockmarked with broken fences, patrolled by ratty, wily dogs, decorated with broken-down tractors, old trucks and cars, cans and containers.

Rose brought me into many of them, and they grew increasingly beautiful to me in their own way.

This farm looked as if it were in trouble—broken fences, collapsing barns, ancient tractors. Jake the farmer gave me ten dollars when Rose had done her work and told me he was about ready to sell out. Milk prices were plummeting and grain prices soaring. He was done. If he stayed much longer, he’d have nothing left, he said.

He had been saving for years for a double-wide trailer home in Florida. His knees and back were finally shot from years of milking—he’d had two knees and an elbow and a hip replaced—and his doctor said he’d end up crippled if he stayed at it. The farm was going up for sale, and he and his wife of forty-five years couldn’t wait to get to a warmer climate and an easier life. I had heard this before—all the old farmers were heading for Florida and all claimed to be thrilled about it, but their eyes and voices told another story. None of them wanted to leave, and if politicians and economists had not decided that small farms are no longer efficient in the global economy, every one of them would work until they dropped right where they stood. What does a farmer do in Florida? they would ask me or one another privately.

Six months later, his wife, Jesse, called me. Jake had died, a sudden heart attack in the dairy barn, exactly what she had predicted and feared for so long. And just how he wanted to go, I suspected. The farm was still on the market, and Jesse was going ahead with the plan to move to Florida, even if she would be going there by herself. She had dreamed about it for years, and she had no wish to die on the floor of a barn. Her sister lived nearby in Florida, and she was bringing Charlie, the dog, who seemed utterly lost. He, at least, would get a couple of easier years.

The cows and goats had been sold, and a trailer was coming to get them, but she was having trouble rounding them up. Charlie couldn’t do it anymore. Could I come back with the dog? Jake was always going on about what a great dog she was, she said, how smart and efficient.

She had a farm journal, she said, that she had kept, and if I came over with Rose, she would give it to me. She knew I was a writer and hoped I might write about it someday. I think she did not want their story to end so abruptly, and without a trace. She wanted it acknowledged, I believed. She and Jake had written in it every day of their lives on the farm.

It was a sad trip; that was undeniable. Rose always rode with her head sticking out of the back window, and when we got to the farm, Charlie came running out to greet her, tail wagging, two pros back at work together.

Jesse was waiting for us. She was not the type to show emotion to strangers, but I could see grief all over her worn face. I knew this was an awful moment for her, the end of her life on the farm, her life with Jake. She was saying goodbye to a way of life that was disappearing all over the county. Rose and I had been invited to see something that would soon be lost, and that seemed a great privilege to me.

We needed to move the cows into a small corral and the goats into another pen. The cows were a snap. Rose got behind them, nipped at one or two, and they came thundering in when Jesse shook a tub of grain. The goats were trickier: smarter and warier. But Rose had figured goats out from the time when I had owned three—they didn’t flock and wouldn’t be herded, but you could rattle them if you kept the pressure on. She did, and after a half hour or so, all the animals were in their pens and ready to be picked up.

Jesse brought a piece of meat out for Rose, some coffee for me, and she insisted that I take her ten dollars.

That afternoon will always be etched in my mind, the four of us—me, Jesse, Rose, and Charlie—sitting on that porch in the shade, away from the hot summer sun, waiting for the end of something huge and meaningful.

“I’m sorry Jake won’t get to Florida,” she said. “He deserved it, and it won’t be the same without him. I always guessed the farm might kill him, but then, that’s the life, isn’t it? Nobody made us do it. I wonder how I’ll fill the days, but my sister says there’s plenty to do down there, and that farmers are boring anyway, because all they talk about is cows, wherever they are.”

Rose came over and looked up at her for a minute, and then lay down at her feet. I felt as if something had passed between them, but I wasn’t certain what it was. This happened so often with Rose. She was standoffish at first, but if she worked with someone, then they would enter her world and be welcome there. They entered her protection somehow, became part of her work. Her community.

A few minutes later, amid hugs and goodbyes and wholly meant but impossible-to-keep promises to stay in touch, we drove off and I waved goodbye to Jesse. Charlie’s quizzical face stayed in my rearview mirror, as if he were wondering why we had gone. I think he loved working with Rose, and she made it possible for him one last time.

I read Jesse and Jake’s journal that night. The entries were beautiful and spare. They recorded milk prices, storms and weather reports, gossip about neighbors, the death of a daughter, the sad choice of two sons to move west and into other lives.

The journal meant a lot to me, and it inspired me to start my blog, www.bedlamfarm.com, the heart of which is the Bedlam Farm Journal, which for six years has been the record of my life.
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A writer is only as good as the stories around him, and luckily, wonderful stories were all around me. Rose was the key to so many of them. She was so open to new experiences and we seemed to have them almost every day.

Rural life is more free than city life, less constricted by potential lawsuits and phobias and warnings and anxieties. Children still walk to and from school together; people still wave to strangers driving by, and still call upon strange writers and their dogs to help out in the kinds of emergencies I could not have imagined at any earlier point in my life.

One sweltering July afternoon, I got a call from a friend who lived in Argyle, New York, who told me the sad story of a pair of geese who lived in a field near a dairy farm. A coyote had crept in one night and killed the gander. His mate had fled and was living in a swamp off a busy road.

My friend said the goose was disoriented and seemed to be desperately looking for her mate. In the swamp, she was sure to be picked off by a fox or coyote, or perhaps even starve. A number of people had seen her by the road, and there was a good chance she would be hit by a car or truck.

Why, I wondered, was she calling me?

Well, she said, she had heard that border collies herded geese as well as sheep. Was this a possibility? I had brought Rose to the farm to herd sheep, but she had, in fact, dealt with cows, goats, even chickens. Why not geese? For one, Rose didn’t swim, and geese were notoriously tough, but I agreed to try.

Rose and I made it over to the swamp in the blazing midday sun. Another animal lover showed up with a blanket, crate, and snare. If we could catch the goose, she would take it home—she had a small pond—and find a mate for her.

Rose and I looked over the long and murky swamp that bordered the road. On the far side were thick brush and woods. This was not like anything Rose had ever done, and she kept looking at me for instructions.

Things, as usual, clarified themselves. “There she is!” yelled the woman with us, and we saw the goose swimming in the black water, surrounded by vines and algae. She was about a hundred feet from us. The goose saw Rose and turned around, vanishing into the murky undergrowth.

This wasn’t going to work, I thought. Rose had a different idea. “Rosie, can you get the sheep?” I asked. I had learned to call anything that needed to be herded a sheep, because then Rose understood what she was supposed to do, even if she could see that the animal in question wasn’t a sheep.

This was the essence of Rose. From her very first day on the farm, she seemed to grasp the nature of tasks, even when they were new. She read my intentions, caught the drift, always, every time, even when, as now, she was confronted by alien circumstances—she had never jumped in water, had never seen a goose close up.

Rose didn’t seem to need any further directions. She took off to my left and vanished by the side of the road. I guessed she was looking for a way to get across the swamp, but I was not sure. After about ten minutes, while we stood by the side of the road watching for her, I saw Rose pop out on the other side of the swamp, the goose between her and us.

I had never taken Rose swimming. She didn’t like water, although she liked to chase after water from a hose. There was a creek down the hill from the farm, and we sometimes walked over there, but Rose had never gone in. She just had no interest.



But, as I said, she was always open to new experiences, and nothing ever stood in the way of a task. Her agile mind had already come up with a plan, even if I was stumped. Rose looked at me, then at the goose. To my surprise, Rose barked twice and then just jumped into the water, about fifteen feet behind the shocked goose, who began honking and flapping her wings. Rose could swim, it turned out, and she did, swimming strongly toward the goose and moving it right toward us as if it were a sheep.

She found out quickly that geese are not like sheep, as the unnerved bird flapped its wings, lunged at Rose with its beak, and commenced a frightful, ear-piercing honking. Rose circled around a bit, then circled back and came right at the goose again, like a canine torpedo boat. This time there was no hesitation, no indirection.

The goose, seeming to sense this, turned to moved toward the woman with the snare and blanket, clearly preferring this to the dog bearing down on her, snout in the water like an alligator.

The woman threw her blanket over the goose to confuse her and then got her snare over the bird’s chest. She wrapped her arms around the panicked creature and picked her up, wading through the swamp and towards the road. Rose stayed in hot pursuit, coming out of the water to shake herself off and sniff the goose, who, wrapped in her blanket, looked at all of us as if the world had gone completely mad, which it had.

Rose followed the goose and the woman to her car. She had a huge dog crate which we got the goose into, and now the goose and her new mate are living happily in their pond, complete with winter indoor quarters.

We got home, and I hosed Rose down and dried her off. She made the local paper with that exploit, and the people in Argyle are still talking about it. The reporter who called said he had never heard of a dog chasing a goose through a swamp. No big deal, I said.
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It was late autumn and at the end of the day, I always got on the ATV and, with Rose running point in front of me, made my daily tour of the farm, its paths and fences. We both loved this ritual, and it was important.

    
    
Lots of things can happen on a farm that you can’t always see, and one of Rose’s gifts was that she noticed anything that was in any way different from the day before.

Our daily checks were important. Fences could come apart or be knocked down by deer or sheep, our animals might get stuck in brambles or in an electrified fence—sheep would stick their heads in but couldn’t get them out. Animals got sick; stray dogs were lurking around.

Rose always ran ahead of me and I just watched her. If she stopped, I checked it out. This afternoon, I saw her freeze about fifty feet from the pasture gate in the far upper corner, nearly out of sight of the farmhouse.

She gave a low growl that told me there was a serious problem. I followed her gaze to the gate, where I saw a young fawn trapped in the space between the gate and the fence post. She had gotten in but was caught trying to get out. It was a piteous sight. Clearly she had been trapped for hours, possibly overnight. Her neck and shoulders were bloody from the struggle.

I turned off the ATV and walked as close as I could get. Deer are dangerous, as they can use their sharp hooves like knives to slash.

I had never been in this situation before and neither had Rose. The fawn, screaming and lashing out, would not let me get near her. Rose instinctively moved over to the other side, fawn between me and her.

I had to get the fawn out, or I’d have to come back with a rifle and shoot her. No 911 to call for something like this; we were on our own.

Rose moved closer to the deer, lunging forward, then back. I knew Rose knew how far to go and when to get back. She began an almost rhythmic back-and-forth that increasingly distracted the fawn from me. Rose was using her eyes, body, and growl to wear the fawn out and get the injured deer to focus on her, not me. I stood still. The fawn was paying less and less attention to me, more to Rose.

Rose kept weaving, looking to see where I was. After what seemed the longest time, I moved forward, inches at a time. And then, when Rose barked and got close, I lunged forward and lifted the chain up off the latch. The gate swung open. Rose and I jumped back. The fawn, startled, leaped into the woods and vanished, no doubt heading for her mother, who was almost certainly nearby.

I often wondered what was going on in Rose’s mind that afternoon. How did she know what to do? How did she keep calm? What was she thinking? It was this encounter that sparked the idea of exploring the mind of a dog, not in human terms, but to try and get as close as possible to the dog’s own thought processes and experience. The result was my novel Rose in a Storm.
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One early winter afternoon I was lying on the floor in the big barn, trying to force two ends of a cable together so that the heat lamps would work. I was lying on my stomach, I remember, and a part of the task involved unscrewing one part of the cable connector, something I would not have dreamed of doing in my former life but did all the time on the farm.

Half of the sheep were out in the pasture far away from me, and the other half were in the other pasture with Rose. I had just put out some grain for them and Rose had gone to get them. I had forgotten to pay attention to the fact that grain turns docile sheep into rampaging savages and I did not notice that the sheep out in the pasture had become a stampede, headed right toward the open door of the barn, and me, lying just a few feet inside.

Sheep are quiet when they run, even when they stampede, and I had done something I knew better than to do, which was put on my iPod to listen to music while I worked on putting the cable together. I heard, felt, and saw nothing, even though I would have surely been badly hurt if the sheep made it through the door and trampled me.

The first sign that something was wrong was a black-and-white blur leaping right over my head. I looked up and saw that Rose had come out of the upper pasture and careened into the barn, vaulting over me and landing smack in front of the onrushing flock of twenty or so sheep, who were not more than fifteen feet from me. They stopped dead in their tracks. Rose gave them a “just try it” look and backed them down off of the ramp and away from the barn.

Reconstructing the incident, I realized that Rose must have looked down from her pasture perch and seen the sheep running. Rose never liked it when the herd was split, so that would have seemed wrong to her. The fact that the sheep were running would have disturbed her, as she never permitted the sheep to run if she was around unless she was giving the commands.

Beyond that, she could not see me in the barn, which always agitated her. She always kept me in sight, and all of these anomalies would have made her anxious, so when the sheep moved near the barn, she took off and ran through the barn to stop them.

Through her genetic makeup, her keen sense of how things ought to be, and her experience and work with me, Rose continued to evolve. She was, in fact, changing all of the time, and had become an intuitive and sophisticated manager on the farm, her skills honed even further by my own tendency toward distraction and daydreaming. I was always listening to my iPod (later my iPad) and going over the next chapter of my book. And I could do that, because Rose was never distracted and had grown confident and clear. Outside of lambing, we never lost a sheep or allowed one to be hurt. That’s a proud record for seven years of work.

I believe that Rose, a border collie coming to a farm when she was young, was given the chance to be a dog in every sense of the word, not just in the context of being a pet. Perhaps this is what linked her in my mind to Buck, the canine hero of The Call of the Wild.

The ending of The Call of the Wild is one of the most honest and powerful passages I have ever read about people and dogs—one of the great endings—and has captured the hearts and imagination of animal lovers for more than a century.

Returning from a short hunt, Buck finds his beloved master has been killed by a group of Indians. After Buck hunts down and kills the last of John Thorton’s killers, he hears a wolf calling to him in the wilderness, as night comes on and a full moon rises high over the trees in the sky. As the howls and yelps grow close and louder, something inside of Buck is stirred. He hears things that existed only in that other world that persisted in his memory. He walks to an open space and listens. He hears the call, more luring and compelling than ever before.

“And as never before, he was ready to obey,” wrote London. “John Thornton was dead. The last tie was broken. Man and the claims of man no longer bound him.”

I always get a chill when I read that last line, perhaps because this was, in a way, the story of Rose. Much of Buck’s wildness has been bred out of domesticated dogs, including the border collie, but Rose came to know the wild and savage instincts buried in her own memory. And she called upon it often. Unlike Buck, though, she was able to get her human through.

And to be honest, it was my story, too. I had left my life, my ties to come upstate. The claims of my former existence no longer bound me, and I had set off on a new life. Rose was my partner. There was no one else.
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London taught me a lot about Rose, whether he meant to or not, and my relationship with her was better for those lessons. I learned not to emotionalize or glorify her life. I did not ascribe heroic human motives to her.

Living with her, I saw where dogs really come from, what they are sometimes called upon to do, the unwavering sacrifices they will make for their humans. And the part of them that is wild, ancient, simply beyond our understanding. Rose was driven by powerful instincts, by language and understanding and a consciousness so far beyond me that I gave up ever trying to really understand it. I just accepted it and let her go as far as she could.

If we can do things they can’t do—change our lives, have a conscience, write books and plays and dreams, understand science, grasp our imminent end—they do things we can’t do all the time: Be steadfast and noble. Serve. Run like the wind.

In our fragmented and increasingly urban and suburban world, many are losing the connection with nature and animals that has always been a seminal part of the human experience. I have read and come to believe that without the natural world, without animals, humans are broken, that something is missing from us and our own humanity. St. Thomas Aquinas wrote that the true reason we need to treat animals lovingly and mercifully is that this teaches us to be human, to nourish our own humanity. To care for one another.

    But I believe the ultimate gift Rose gave me was time. I don’t know how I could have remained on the farm without Rose, and I don’t know how I could have survived it without her. She bought me the time to heal and to find myself.
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CHAPTER 4



The Rising Star

The thermometer outside the house read minus 22 and I swathed myself in scarves, gloves, hats, thermal underwear, and heavy boots. Still, it was unbearable even to breathe. Rose and I went out into the pale Siberian light just after sunup. The water pipes to the barn had all frozen, and I had to store two hundred feet of rubber hose in the basement of the farmhouse to keep it from freezing, and then drag it out to the heated water tanks by the barn. In such cold, the animals need all the food and moisture they can get, and keeping water and food coming to them is a chore that supersedes all others. This was not a simple task.

The wind and cold had laid down a giant sheet of ice from the back of the farmhouse all the way to the barn, and the winds brushed it smooth every night. Most mornings, I had to wrap the hose around my waist and crawl across to the barn on my hands and knees. Rose skittered and slipped right alongside me.

On this morning, I stood up too soon, and my feet came up from under me. I remember the ground rushing up to me, and then nothing.

I don’t know how long I lay on the ground. I know that three of my fingers and two of my toes became frostbitten. I remember dreaming that a dog was alongside of me, nipping at my arm, licking my face, barking at me. Then I opened my eyes, and it was true. Rose was frantic, whining, barking, nosing me along the cheek and shoulder, nipping at my jacket. I looked over to see a pool of frozen blood alongside my head, where I had obviously fallen. Rose saw my eyes open, and then nipped at my ear. I got on my hands and knees and dragged myself to the pasture gate, crawled back into the basement to turn the water on, and back again to put the hose in the tank.

Rose had gone up the hill, rousted the huddled sheep, and pushed them down to the feeder, where they were drinking and eating hungrily.

I was dizzy and disoriented, and had a ferocious headache. I got to the barn, put out hay for the sheep, returned to the basement to turn the water off, pulled the hose back into the house, and then went upstairs to lie down. I made it to the doctor later that morning and got treatment for my fingers and toes and for a concussion.

“Get that dog a steak,” the doctor advised. “I don’t want to think of what would have happened to you or your extremities if you were out there much longer.”
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In my first winter on the farm, a cold wave had swept in from arctic Canada. It was unlike any kind of cold I had experienced, even growing up in New England. For two weeks, the temperature plunged every night to minus 20, at least, and the arctic winds made it seem even colder.

Rose and I were busy all day getting the sheep and the donkey into the barns and out to the feeders. In this cold, matter changes. None of the gates worked, the faucets froze, I had to put portable heaters on the kitchen pipes, as even they had begun to freeze.

When you live a life like I was living with Rose, an almost telepathic relationship sometimes develops, something deeper and richer than is possible even with a human being you love.

Rose and I were together day and night. She was a strange creature, a powerful mix of strength and vulnerability. For several years, I did not even know where she slept.

When I went up to bed, she stayed behind, patrolling the farmhouse windows, looking out and listening. Once or twice in the night she would appear in the doorway of my bedroom—when the other dogs were all curled up—and look at me. If I woke up or spoke with her, she would dart out. She never seemed to alight anywhere. Like me, the nights were especially restless for her, her mind racing. My other dogs conked out just after dark and hardly moved till morning, but I never saw Rose settle in deeply anywhere.

One cool night—there was a beautiful full moon out—I got up to get a drink of water, and I walked down the hallway to a small bedroom that I never used. I thought it might make a guest bedroom one day and stored one of my daughter’s old beds there. The room was covered in the thin old paneling popular in farmhouses in the 1950s and looked out over the pasture and the big barn. I hadn’t been down that hallway since I bought the farmhouse; I had no reason to ever go there.

But that night, I was drawn by the beams of light shooting through the open door. Wondering if this was Rosie’s secret lair, I walked down the hall and peered around the corner.

There, on the bed, staring out to the pasture, was Rosie. It was a strikingly beautiful scene, the moonlight highlighting her black-and-white coat. I could see from the indentations on the blanket that this was where she slept, this was where she spent her nights, looking out at the pasture, and the sheep and the farm.

The odd thing about Rose was that as focused and strong as she was outdoors and in her work, she never quite found her place in the other realm, the life of the pet. It was not a role she ever was comfortable in, or mastered. What she needed was work and, sometimes, attention for her work. She did not need the things most dogs are reinforced for needing—treats, play, cuddles.

So many people came to see her, and she never quite figured out how to handle it. As is often the case with standoffish dogs, people sought her approval. “Oh, look, she likes me!” But Rose was never in that mind-set. If someone wanted to work the sheep with her, they were good. If they didn’t, they didn’t have much relevance for her.

The real shepherds, the ones from Ireland and Scotland, saw their dogs in only one context—work. Those dogs were not pets, and often lived and slept with the sheep. They were not expected to be cute or affectionate, or to live up to the increasingly personalized view of animals which many Americans are coming to hold. Real herding dogs are either working or, when they are off duty, are in crates or barns.

Sometimes in the middle of the night, I would awaken and find Rose sitting on the floor, staring up at me. Sometimes I would get up and find her staring out a window to the pasture, or to the road beyond.

Over time, I understood that these were messages, not dreams. During lambing time, it meant a lamb had been born. Once it meant there was a coyote prowling the road. Or deer in the garden. Or stray dogs circling the chicken coop.

Rose’s vigilance was continuous, and respected no boundaries, such as between day and night, or work versus rest and mealtimes. She had a map of the farm in her head, and she was constantly reviewing and updating it. If Rose was staring out the window, something was there. If she was whining or barking, it meant trouble: The donkey had broken through the gate. A fox was heading for the pasture. A ewe was trapped in the fence. Snow was piling up in the pasture. A water pipe had broken in the barn.

The way it worked with Rose was this: When anything changed, when there was any movement out of the ordinary, when any animal was in distress, she noticed it, and she made sure that I was aware of it. Time and time again, she looked at me, came to me, whined or barked at me, and there was absolutely no doubt she was conveying some information to me that she thought I wanted to hear. And I did want it. I reinforced this with emotion, facial expressions, praise, and affection. Rose did not always do what I told her to do, but we never had a problem communicating with each other. It was these traits that I conveyed in my writing, and unbeknownst to me, Rose was developing quite a following.



The Dogs of Bedlam Farm was the first book I wrote from Bedlam Farm. It was published in 2005. My editors and I were struggling to come up with a cover, and it was agreed that we would offer the assignment to a well-known photographer from New York City.

Rose and I were standing by the driveway when a white van pulled up and a young man popped out of the side door. He introduced himself as the photographer’s assistant and explained that the photographer—who was gathering himself in the van—did not like the country much and did not care for dogs, either.

“He brought his own food, too,” the assistant explained, pulling out some plastic containers of food from Zabar’s famed delicatessen in Manhattan.

Then the photographer himself stepped out of the van wearing a long black robe, purchased, he said, at a New York City boutique because he knew it would be cold upstate.

The man looked like a monk from the Spanish Inquisition. His thick robe had a huge cowl. I do not know what Rose took this man to be, but whatever it was, she decided that it should not be allowed on the farm. She took one look at him and lunged, barking and growling, driving the man back into the van.

I had never seen Rose behave this way to any human, before or after that afternoon. If the photographer did not like dogs, then the favor was returned. Rose did not like him. I can only guess it was the heavy black cowl. I didn’t care for it much myself, and my neighbor Carr said he almost went to get his deer rifle when he saw it from the road. “Is that what they wear in New York?” he asked, incredulous.

Rose paid little attention to most people, but she couldn’t take her eyes off this man. She immediately went to war. All during the two-day visit, she tortured him. She would not look at his camera, move when he (or I) asked, or cooperate in any way. If I did not know better, I would say she made sure to keep the sheep moving out of camera range, and in a different way than he wished. When I herded sheep with Rose, it was like a ballet, she gliding to one side, me on the other. When the photographer was in the pasture, it was more like a brawl.

In the house, she followed him from room to room, making him nervous. She followed him into the bathroom and nipped at him when he was on the toilet. He would not even think about taking the robe off, as I suggested, or even lowering the hood. In the pasture, Rose drove a herd of sheep directly at him, sending him diving to the fence line. She refused to sit still for him, or his two very expensive rapid-fire cameras. Every time Rose saw his cowl, her ruff went up and she went after him.

Several days after the photographer returned to New York, I got a call from my publisher saying they were disappointed in the cover photos, astonished that in the thousands of images, none showed Rose close up or clear. And they were running out of time.

Did I have any ideas?

At the time, I was getting a bit frustrated by the photos other people were taking of my life. I could do that, I thought. And something inside of me wanted to do that. I did have an idea, I told my editors.

I went to Stewart’s, a local convenience store, and bought one of those tiny Kodak plastic disposable 35 mm cameras for less than ten dollars. I took Rose up in the pasture and told her to sit with the sheep, and I pointed to the left, where there were no sheep, and said, “Hey, where are the sheep?” Rose turned her head to see what I was talking about and I snapped one photo and sent it to New York. They loved it, and it became the cover. (The photo was later the subject of much controversy on some of the border collie herding websites, as Rose was not looking at the sheep, the sign, many said, of an inferior herding dog.)

My career as a photographer was launched, but more significantly, so was Rose’s climb to fame. The book was an account of the very dramatic and chaotic first year on the farm. A central element was an accounting of how I had foolishly acquired a ram (the same one who knocked me into a fence post) in October, and the lambs were born in February, in a brutal winter marked by subzero weather and frostbite.

I did not start taking photos in earnest for a year or so. A farmer friend, who was also a photographer, would come over when I needed a photo. I loved his work, but it was also frustrating. I was getting my own ideas about light, color, and composition. One day I asked to borrow his Canon camera and I went up the hill with Rosie and the sheep. Something very powerful, very deep opened up inside me, a creative spark that changed my life. Rose and I were in sync. We each knew every move the other would make, and Rose would almost psychically anticipate what I wanted her to do, where I wanted her to be. The photographs astonished me, and soon I bought my own camera and began taking photos in earnest.

It was nearly two years before I grasped the meaning of photography in my life, and began to figure out how to do it, but it began in that pasture that cool Autumn day with Rose, catching the light behind her as she drove the sheep down the hill to me.
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If working on a farm was an accomplishment for Rose, it was even more of one for me. A lifelong northeastern city boy, I was beginning to understand why I had come to the country in the first place. An admirer of Thoreau, I wanted a self-determined life. I wanted to understand more of the world I lived in, to reconnect to the natural world, to live with and study—and write about—animals.

Every day on the farm, I was learning things I did not know. Doing things I had never done. Gaining confidence in my ability to understand and live in the world. I was mending fences, adjusting water pipes, pulling lambs out of ewes, working closely with a dog, nurturing and protecting life. I was coming to understand the world in a way I never could have in the cities and suburbs that had bounded my existence.

I grew up thinking the larger and more sophisticated world was in cities, and life in the country was narrow. Now, with Rose at my side, I was learning that just the opposite was true for me. This was the world I wanted to live in.
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When I think of Rose’s story, and its many chapters, I think of our nearly disastrous trek to America’s largest mall, the Mall of America, in Bloomington, Minnesota. It was our first trip away together since Rose came to the farm. And it was our last.

This was on the book tour for The Dogs of Bedlam Farm.

At the time, I had visions of Rose and I doing book tours together, me signing books and talking, she greeting her growing number of fans.

As part of the tour, we were invited to attend an agricultural festival being held in the cavernous mall just outside Minneapolis. The mall’s interior was huge, and there were all kinds of exhibits featuring cheese, sheep, crafts, and produce, all made in Minnesota or Wisconsin.

And what more fitting guest, thought the sponsors, than an author with his sheepherding border collie? People loved to see border collies. Because the mall was indoors, there was no chance for sheepherding there, but it seemed like a good fit, and my publicist was ecstatic. We agreed to go. We chose a straight flight from Newark to Minneapolis, and this time, Rose flew in a crate in the baggage compartment. I knew she would hate it, but fame has its price, I told her, and besides, it was the books that paid for the sheep.

Rose weathered the trip okay but was shaking like a leaf for a few minutes after I rescued her from the crate in the baggage area. We stayed in a suburban motel, and she got to run through some woods and chase a Frisbee. I had to carry her into the elevator—she just refused to get in them—but was happy to crawl under a bed in the room and hide. This will work out, I thought. All she has to do is just show up at the reading.

I was stunned at the size of the mall, and maneuvered through the dozens of exhibits and stalls selling milk, cheese, wool, honey, and other agricultural products. I thought we were likely to get a good crowd.

We got to the bookstore in the mall a few minutes early and the staff was setting up some chairs. Some fans of Rose’s fans arrived early and Rose occupied herself sniffing them and looking nervously around the bookstore for something to do. I took her off the leash and went over my notes for the talk.

When I looked up a minute or two later, I couldn’t find Rose. One of the women who had been talking to her said she had headed for the front of the store. I saw that the front door was open, and at the thought of the vast crowds and spaces and exhibits in the mall, my stomach sank right through to the floor. Rose out there in that hubbub? I couldn’t imagine it.

I told one of the bookstore owners that I thought Rose was out in the mall and she and I and two members of the staff rushed out to look for Rose. There were booths and exhibits and crowds everywhere and no one we asked had seen a dog or anything else unusual. But you could hardly see ten yards in any direction. I guessed that she might have darted to the right, as there were some dairy cows eating hay behind a portable fence. God, I thought, I hope she didn’t go there.

On many levels, this was my worst nightmare. I could not imagine anything but a horrible outcome—Rose vanishing, being kidnapped, crushed, lost and I was awash in guilt for not watching her more closely. She had never run away from me. I hadn’t even considered it.

I did not have to wait long to find out where she was. Way down the huge mall, I was sure I heard sheep baaing, and shouts and chatter from an excited crowd. I knew this sound. I think I knew what was happening long before I saw it, but I did not have to wait too long to see it.

I had seen a poster advertising sheep shearing but I hadn’t thought much about it. I should have. A few hundred yards away from the entrance to the bookstore, an elderly shearer, working with five old and docile ewes eating hay behind a rope fence, was offering a demonstration to some appreciative crowds. It looked as if they had done this maybe a million times.

Rose had, of course, heard or smelled the sheep, and made a beeline for the exhibit, out of the bookstore, through the crowds, past the stalls and people, under the rope. The astonished sheep had little choice but to obey this intense and determined creature. After some stalling and circling, they walked right through their thin barrier. At first, the shearer couldn’t quite imagine what was happening.

If this were a movie, I thought, I would be running in slow-motion yelling “Noooo! Stop!” as she moved the sheep through the flimsy rope, stampeding through the crowds and toward me. As it was, I was running toward the shearing exhibit in a panic, wondering whether I knew a lawyer who could handle the lawsuits. My publisher would not be pleased.

As I neared the crowd, I was taken aback, and saw that the people, including two genial security guards, thought Rose’s appearance was part of the shearing demonstration. They were not only calm, they were delighted, oohing and aahing, parting as Rose began in earnest to move the sheep through the crowds toward me and the reading.

“Don’t you just love these dogs!” exclaimed one woman. “I watch them on TV every chance I get!”

If Rose were in any way aware of the strange atmosphere, the vast atrium, the crowds, stalls, smells, and noise, she did not show it. She was all business.

What a strange dog she is, I thought. I was filled with equal parts admiration and panic. And here I was worried about her running away. Foolish me.

I will never forget that scene.

Rose was like a little Moses, parting the big sea of strange people as the ratty old sheep moved their way slowly and reluctantly through the vast and noisy mall, the air filled with the noise of crowds, a carousel, and piped-in music.

I could see the crowd separating as she doggedly kept behind the sheep and pushed them toward me, as she always did. Fortunately the crowd was thick, and this unusual parade could not move quickly. Rose did not get far before I got there, yelling and waving my arms for her to stop. “That’ll do!”

“Listen,” whispered a woman to her husband. “that man yelled ‘That’ll do,’ just like in Babe!”

As unnerved as I was, I was also proud of Rose. Flown across the country, in a completely alien environment, she sensed or heard the sheep and plowed through this mayhem to get them, move them out from their rope fence, and began navigating them to me. And nothing would have stopped her, either. My girl.

Yes, we were in a mall in Minnesota, but this was old stuff to her. She was back in her element, not interested in the foolishness of a book reading, but happy to find some sheep to push around. The world made sense to her again. There were sheep, by God, and they were coming to me, no matter what the circumstances. This was real work, not sitting inside with people yammering at her.

The shearer, a veteran sheep farmer in his early eighties, had been flabbergasted as his ewes moved out of the pen and down the tiled floor of the mall. But, he later said, not very. He had two border collies at home, and he knew, he said, how crazy they were about work.

He had dropped his shearers and the ewe he was shearing when he saw Rose, and he started to say “hey,” but then he just beamed in appreciation.

“She’s a good dog!” he said in wonder, as Rose got behind the sheep and started pushing them. “Where did you get her?” As I pulled up, huffing and yelling “That’ll do!”—desperately pretending I was part of the demonstration—Rose looked up in surprise at my flailing arms, my mumbled commands and agitation.

I got her to sit down, and the four ewes she had been driving to me eagerly turned around and returned to the shearer and the ewe he had been working on. I could almost hear the sheep saying “What was that?”

I got Rose on a leash, and people were peppering me with questions. We were a hit. This was much more excitement than the book reading. How do you train a dog like that? Have you been to Ireland? Is she from there? When will the next demonstration be? I even got a few to come to my reading so they could meet her.

I shook hands with the shearer, who was chuckling and shaking his head, and made my way back to the bookstore, muttering to Rose the entire way. “What the hell were you doing back there? This is a mall, not a farm.”

I started to breathe again. No harm done, no injuries, nobody was upset. Nobody got bitten or trampled, and Rose didn’t have an accident on somebody’s stall. In fact, she was so cool and purposeful that I don’t think anyone there realized it wasn’t planned or part of the agricultural festivities. Rose looked disgruntled and kept turning her head back to look at the sheep.

“Forget about it,” I said. “Don’t even think about it.”

We got back inside, and everybody was buzzing and laughing. “Much better than a book reading,” I heard one woman whisper to another after she came back in from outside.

Once we got things organized, Rose went under the table where my books were stacked and did not come out. She was a disaster as a book reading dog. Unlike Lenore or Izzy, veteran media tour promoters, she did not move about the crowd and greet them. She did not stay by the book stack while people bought books. She did not sit still while they admired her or showed her cellphone photos of their dogs at home. Perhaps annoyed that she had been taken from real work, she ignored everyone, including me.

She glowered at the people in the audience, pulled back when anybody came near her, lowered her head and trembled while I talked, looking repeatedly at the door in the hopes of getting out there. Then, when a long line of people gathered to get their books signed and meet her, she curled up and went to sleep.

That night, we flew back to Albany and drove back to the farm. Rose got out of the car, looked at me with undisguised annoyance, and headed for the pasture gate and the sheep, to check on things. Before my bags were even in the house, I looked up to see her going into the pole barn, and getting the lazy sheep moving and out to the grass.
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The Dogs of Bedlam Farm was Rose’s first cover, but not her last. I took a photo of her up on the hill she loved for the cover of Soul of a Dog. And she was featured prominently in Dog Days, my first New York Times bestseller.

I began my Bedlam Farm blog in 2007 and started putting up photos the following year. Over time, I came to take a photo of Rose almost every day, and images of her working with the sheep became the trademark symbol of the blog, and of the farm.

For years, I watched Rose grow and evolve, and I wondered what was going on in that efficient and resolute mind. This work helped define Rose in a Storm and also helped me to grasp the complex mind of a dog like Rose, the reliance on images and instincts, and the genetic disposition to work with people.

It was on my book tours that I began to see that our story was touching people. Working women especially identified with Rose, with her work ethic, her vulnerability, her independence, and her strength.

She did something else for me as well. As a child, and as a man, I was one of those people who understood little about the mechanics of the world. If anything needed repair, from a car tire to a swollen doorframe, I had to call one of the guys who knew how the world worked and could fix it.

Working with Rose, I was finally on the inside, finally the one who could do things—run a water line, give an injection to a lamb, handle a belligerent ewe, manage livestock, move them around, get them on a truck.

Every day, Rose made it possible for me to be a different kind of person, one who was moving toward a life of self-determination, independence. My new friends were carpenters, farmers, people who had set out to live their own lives. For a kid used to being beaten up by the other boys in the neighborhood, it was an important feeling, a life-altering one. In those early years on Bedlam Farm, I fell into Joseph Campbell’s dark spaces, but I also came of age in so many ways. Rose was there for both.
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In the spring of 2009, a woman named Mabel McGarrity wrote me a letter. She was in her nineties, dying of congestive heart failure, she said. But she was a big fan of my books, and her last wish was to see Rose before she died. Her daughter agreed to bring her to Bedlam Farm if I would permit it. She lived in Texas, she said, and she didn’t think she could handle the plane and the airports, but her daughter Jane would drive her in her minivan.

Three weeks later, the van pulled into the driveway. Mabel McGarrity was elegant and radiant, even in her wheelchair. She had long white hair tied in a braid, and a blue hand-knit sweater. When she came out of the van, Rose and I were waiting for her.

I shook her hand and she saw Rose, who was sitting right in front of me. Rose usually barked when strangers came by, and then turned away when they tried to pet her or talk to her, but Mabel did not say anything and Rose did not bark.

I was instantly touched and awestruck by what I saw, by the feelings and communication passing between these two independent, beautiful, and proud women. It was as if they already knew one another, were waiting to see each other.

In the way that she often did with me, Rose was communicating with Mabel, and Mabel with her. It was almost telepathic.

“Hey, Rose,” said Mabel. Rose came over to her wheelchair and sniffed it. Mabel did not reach out to touch her.

It seemed to be enough for the two of them to stare at one another. I told Mabel that Rose tended to like people only if they had worked with her, herded sheep with her. We pushed the wheelchair to the pasture gate and wheeled Mabel inside. I called Rose to work and told her to “go get the sheep.” Without skipping a beat, she tore up the hill, circled behind the flock, and in a flash, they were running down the hill. Mabel’s daughter got nervous at first at the sight of the sheep running toward us, but I told her it was okay, Rose knew what she was doing.

This was Rose at her most professional and efficient best. It was less than thirty seconds before the sheep had come rushing down the hill and Mabel found herself in a sea of fleece, Rose keeping them all still.

I called Rose off, and she came right over to Mabel and put her head in Mabel’s hand. The elderly woman cried a bit, and then apologized.

“I so love Rose,” she said. “She reminds me so much of my mother, and she is everything I hoped Rose would be and wanted her to be.”

Rose sat next to Mabel when we went on the porch. And stayed close when we wheeled her around the farm. Mabel did not try and pat Rose, or cuddle her. She did not talk cute or baby talk to her or call her a sweet puppy.

Rose was impervious to flattery and bribes. He connections were always more indirect, more gradual. Perhaps Rose sensed the depth of Mabel’s feeling as she approached life’s edge. I will never know.

An hour or so later, Rose and I saw Mabel on her way. We never heard from her again, but I did get a letter from her daughter after she passed away, just a few months later.

“I can’t tell you what it meant to my mother to see Rose,” she said. “This dog was the embodiment of my mother’s values—love, dignity, work. It meant the world to her to see her.”

Over the next year or so, a half-dozen people at the end of their lives, almost all of them women, chose as their last wish a chance to see Rose work. Many more wrote me and said they wished they could come.

Steadily, below my radar, Rose was entering the imagination of people who love animals and see their own lives reflected in them.
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On book tours, at readings, through emails, on Facebook and Twitter, in my visits to farms and face-to-face encounters with farm families, readers, animal lovers, I came to see not only that Rose was becoming one of those animal stories that touch people, but also that she connected with women in a way that was at first hard for a man to understand.

For me, this made Rose’s story especially modern, in a way that Jack London could not possibly have even imagined. How the dog story and its audience have evolved.

Rose got many letters, cards, gifts, many more than I did, and most were testaments of admiration and appreciation. For her hard work. Her loyalty. Her unflagging dedication to work. Her protectiveness. Her sacrifice.

In these traits, I came to see, so many people, especially women, came to see some of the issues and struggles of their own lives. One of those was the loyal female in service to the oblivious, bumbling male. I know that was part of it. I often did not know what I was doing, and she almost always did. That seemed eerily familiar to many of the women who asked me about her.


    
I have always believed that dogs can mirror us, can reveal us. This was such a big part of Rose’s story for the thousands of women who communicated with me about her over time.

At readings, the first questions I got were always about Rose—whether in Milwaukee, Boston, Columbus, San Francisco, Chicago. How is Rose? Is she healthy? If you get rid of your sheep, what will she do? How does she get on with your other dogs, Frieda and Lenore? How did you train her? Where does she sleep? When I moved the sheep to Vermont for the winter I met concern everywhere. Is Rose okay? How is she taking it?

As I was preparing to write this book, I posted a message on my Facebook wall asking this: “I’m writing about Rose and I’m wondering why it was that Rose connected so powerfully to women, working women and others.” I had scores of responses in minutes.

“She worked hard and was a loving and connected animal,” said Kimberly. “She was a beautiful spirit.”

Wrote Cathy: “Rose knew what her role was on the farm and did it whether she was hurt or tired. She pushed through. I think a lot of us women are like that. We take care of all that is around us—family, home, jobs—even when we’re dog tired.”

“Rose was strong. She had quiet perseverance. I liked her determination and focus,” wrote Anne.

“Rose worked no matter what need to be done,” wrote Cassie. “You two had such a bond and a love for each other …”

Stephanie wrote that Rose was “protective, loyal and driven to please. Period.”

Rose offered that “Rose was intuitive, instinctive, as most women are. Not all women are born to be motherly, but it’s our role, it’s in our bones.”
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At the peak of Rose’s work on my farm, I became a hospice volunteer with my other border collie Izzy, who was the polar opposite of Rose. He was as drawn to people as Rose was aloof; he loved sitting in women’s laps much more than chasing sheep around in the heat and cold. I never thought of bringing Rose into hospice work, as such intimate one-on-work interactions would have driven her mad.

One day a hospice official called and asked a favor of me. A hospice patient had asked to see Rose as her last wish. I explained that Rose wasn’t cuddly and was unlikely to do what Izzy always did—get close to patients and connect with them. The hospice official said it didn’t matter. The patient, a woman, had cancer, and did not have long to live, but she was clear and insistent on seeing Rose as her last wish.

It wasn’t something I could say no to. Rose would just have to deal with it, as she had always done. If she could chase a cow out of the woods, I told her, she could go on a hospice call.

One blistering hot summer afternoon, I got into the car with Rose—she disliked riding in cars, panting and whining most of the way—and drove to Fort Ann, a rural town about thirty miles from my farm. We drove up to an old but tidy farmhouse—the farm did not appear to have animals or crops any longer.

I got a nervous Rose out of the car and we went to the door and knocked. Two women, a mother and her teenage daughter, answered and invited us in. “I am so glad to meet Rose,” the older woman said. “I can’t believe you both are here. It is an honor to meet Rose.” I smiled. I had heard this before.

Rose, out of her element and experience, looked around the room almost desperately—looking for work, I thought. She seemed nervous, her tail down, her eyes darting back and forth. As a hospice volunteer, I was familiar with the sights, sounds, symbols, and detritus of people at the edge of life—hospital bed, wheelchair, cups, oxygen pump, medications, a room—life—rearranged to deal with the terminally ill. Rose was especially sensitive to smells and sounds, and I thought for a minute she might try to rush out of a window.

The daughter—her name was Martha—was shy, so I talked briefly to the mother, Sandra, who I assumed had made the request. I explained that Rose was a working dog, not a therapy dog, and often was not at ease around strangers. I was nervous, too, hoping she would behave. Rose never knew how to act inside of buildings other than the farmhouse.

Often, she would mark territory by peeing on a carpet or chair leg. And the last thing I wanted was for these people to be upset or feel rejected by her. I could see that the mother looked drawn and anxious after we were inside for a minute.

Rose looked at me intently, eager for clues, wondering what the work might be for her. In our lives together, there was almost always work. She just couldn’t find it in this strange house.

She didn’t know what to do.

It was only after we began talking that I realized the patient was the daughter, not the mother. Martha was thin, but beautiful. She had leukemia, she said, and I could see how slowly she was moving and how uncomfortable she was. She was soft-spoken, poised, considerate. Very gentle. And she never once complained about her illness. I liked her right away.

Martha slid slowly off the couch and onto the floor. She sat still and looked at Rose. She spoke softly and with an easy smile. Her mother sat in an armchair and only her eyes revealed her breaking heart. I had seen such eyes before in my hospice work.

It was Martha’s moment, and Sandra was giving her the space to have it.

She had read about her in my books, Martha said, and about Rose on the blog. She loved Rose’s bravery and determination. She loved the way she always got the job done. Rose was an inspiration to her. Rose did what she had to do, said Sandra, and no whining. I noticed Rose watching Martha, her ears going up when she heard her name. Rose did not miss things.

And also, said Martha, she always felt Rose was loving, giving. Like her mom, she said, looking up at her mother, whose eyes teared up, but who smiled.

And she loved how she always protected me, watched out for me.

Martha seemed to get Rose, and intuitively understand how to deal with her. Another of those connections. She sat still and just talked, and waited for Rose to get curious. I had learned in hospice the skill of active listening, and I said nothing. It was not my moment, either.

After a few minutes of squirming, I unleashed Rose. I had no cues or commands to offer. She was on her own. Rose came over to the older woman, sniffed her shoes, and then turned and walked slowly over to Martha. I saw that her tail and ears were up, her tail wagging ever so slightly. She was checking out this new person. She was not relaxed, but not rigid and uneasy, either.

Rose came over to Martha and sniffed her legs, and then came around to the side of her and gingerly sniffed her hands. I knew she was gathering information, and I was certain she smelled the illness, as I had seen Izzy do.

“Hey, Rose,” she said softly. Then Rose slowly nosed Martha’s ear, and I saw her tongue dart out and give the side of her face a lick. I had learned in my hospice work with Izzy that dogs are exquisitely sensitive to the smells and feelings of illness. Rose was scanning her, a new situation, a new task. She was figuring it out.

Martha talked to her, telling her about what she’d read, what she admired about her. Suddenly, I saw, these two were communicating, had connected. Martha knew how to do it. And I believe that Rose knew, at first sniff, first glance, that Martha was sick. If she noticed a sick ewe hundreds of feet away, she would not have missed Martha’s illness.

Martha was simply offering herself to Rose, not coming at her, not demanding anything. It was up to Rose. She could walk away, or not. That was always a good way to handle her, although few people approached her that way. People seemed to want Rose’s approval and affection, but, of course, that can never be rushed or demanded, in her or any dog.

Finally, Rose lay down next to Sandra, who reached out to pet her. Rose jumped up and moved toward me.

This was a ballet that went on for a few minutes, and when it ended, Rose was lying next to Martha, her head on the floor. Eventually she went to sleep. Rose hardly ever slept in the daylight, and never in strange places.

After a while, Martha got up and invited Rose to go out into the backyard, where they stayed for ten or fifteen minutes. I didn’t see what happened out there, but when they came back in the room, Rose was at ease, at home. So was Martha. Her mother and I talked about Martha’s illness, which was in an advanced stage. I had seen this before in hospice—the special pain and helplessness of a mother with a dying child.

If this was strange terrain for Rose in one way, it was familiar in another.

If Rose was all about love and determination, then so were these two women. We visited Martha several more times, and each visit became easier, Rose more relaxed, Martha more demonstrative and affectionate. It was always the same. Tea and some talk in the living room, then Rose and Martha went off in the back. I don’t really know what they did out there, and no one told me. I know that Rose was eager to come into the house, that she rushed to Martha, and that the two of them had bonded in the very special way sensitive dogs and people who need them connect.

Martha’s mother told me her daughter prized these visits, counted the days between them. “Rose is so important to her,” she said, and I could see this was so.

One afternoon, Martha asked if she could come over to the farm. When she and her mother pulled into the driveway, I could see that Martha’s condition had worsened, even in the week since we had seen her. She was especially frail, and it took us a long time just to get her out of the family minivan. Rose woofed at the strange car, then rushed up to Martha, licking Martha’s hand, wagging her tail.

I knew that nothing bonded Rose more to a human than working with them. Rose would often ignore people who came to see her until they went into the pasture with her. Then they were golden. Rose, like most border collies, was always working. And I believe she had quickly sensed that the work here was Martha, not the sheep.

We helped Martha get through the pasture gate—she sat in a wheelchair we carried in—and a few yards up the hill.

How much did I trust Rose?

This much: I stayed behind, outside of the gate so the two could be alone. As instructed, Martha called out in a soft and reedy voice, “Rose, get the sheep,” and she was so overjoyed that she started crying.

Rose, without any hesitation, and as if she had been working with this young woman for years, took off up the hill. Martha’s mother was nervous that the sheep might run into her daughter, but I said Rose would make sure that did not happen.

Martha clapped for joy as Rose charged up the hill, did a snappy outrun around the sheep, and the twenty-five or so ewes came thundering down the hill right toward Martha, who was squealing with laughter and excitement. She also trusted Rose, and was not anxious in any way. This was, I thought, a great compliment of my dog.

As the sheep neared, Rose veered down around in front of them and slowed them down. Rose was always careful with me or other people around the sheep. She instinctively kept them at some distance and kept a slow pace. Sheep were generally considerate around people if there was no grain around, and would almost always move around them, especially if a border collie was in their face and ahead of them.

Rose had done this a hundred times and no one visiting the farm had ever been butted or trampled (except me, repeatedly, in my early days there). Today the sheep slowly gathered around Martha as she reached out and petted some of them and talked to them, and Rose circled the ewes, keeping them still.

This sight, in the golden afternoon sun slanting across the pasture, was riveting, this thin pale young woman in her wheelchair, surrounded by fat and curious ewes, this beautiful black-and-white border collie in command, the sounds of her laughter and happiness pealing across the barnyard, the haunting shadows of late afternoon playing across the big red barn.

Here I saw the almost magical connection Rose had with women. The mix of strength and vulnerability. Her love and sense of work, in any form she could do. The trust. The gentleness. The protectiveness. Her grasp of what I wanted from her, with or without sheep.

What a gift to have a dog who could do what Rose was doing with Martha, I thought, who always figured it out, who always understood what I wanted and needed from her. Who could bring people such joy, just from her existence. Was I responsible for that? I sometimes wondered. Was there a good and saved part of me that helped create a spirit like that? That thought gave me much hope, especially when I was down.

A month or so later, a hospice official called to tell me that Martha had died. I did not hear from her mother until some weeks later, when she invited us to come over. We heard a puppy squealing in the back of the hose, but Martha’s mother said that first, she had something to read to us.

Martha had written a letter for Rose and had asked me to read it to her. The letter was written by hand.

It said this:


Dear Rose:

    Thank you for coming to visit me. Watching you work was a big thrill for me, and I loved the way you told the sheep what to do and they did it. I think it must be wonderful to feel that strong. It was such a pleasure to meet you and visit with you. I wanted to thank you. I know you are too busy to miss me, but I hope you will think of me every now and then. I’m sorry about things. As you may know by now, my mom got me a puppy, and what a great gift. We are calling her Rose.
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CHAPTER 5



Good Work, Rosie



Rose was nothing if not professional in her dealings with me. We launched ourselves into the world every day like two guided missiles, intense and focused. And productive.

For several years, Rose’s life was bounded by the hard work required by my increasingly manic and impulsive life on the farm. I had lost perspective. I acquired two steers and a cow. Three goats. A rooster and three hens. Two barn cats. Four dogs. Four donkeys. Thirty-six sheep. I had a ninety-acre farm and four barns, good fences, fresh water, and lots of room. I got a tractor to move the big round hay bales I suddenly needed.

Truckloads of straw, feed, and supplies streamed into the farm. We got rams and bred the sheep. Money poured out like floodwater. Talk about work. It was all we did—work, crisis, drama. Bad for a human, heaven for a workaholic border collie.

It was impossible to get to know—or even to properly care for—so many animals. Mostly I ran and ran just to keep up with the hay and water and health care. Animals are, in some ways, a bottomless pit for human emotions—you can try to fill yourself up with them, and they are helpless to say no or turn away.

I love living with animals, but I see now that they were a reflection of my troubled mind in some ways. And when I began to heal, I understood the farm had to change.

The vets were here every other day. I went broke. I got divorced. I went mad. I broke down.

I remember the moment I understood this, standing in front of my $28,000 Kubota tractor, looking at a thousand-dollar truckload of round bales of hay, waiting for Agway to deliver the sheep and goat feed, listening to the sheep baa and the goats bray and jeer and the cows moan, and the chickens cluck and the dogs bark. A lightbulb went off above my head, just as it did in cartoons, and I looked over at Rose, who often shot me these what-the-hell-do-you-think-you-are-doing glances, and I said. “Rosie, we have lost control of the farm and our lives. We have to get it back.” I knew my life depended on this.

On the farm, away from everything familiar, disconnected from my own family, impulsive and unrealistic about money, increasingly lonely and afraid, I had fallen into a trap I had written about many times—I was filling up my life with animals, so many that I was busy from morning to night, but had no real idea what my work was. I had lost perspective, as a therapist in Saratoga Springs told me bluntly. My farm had become a fort, a way of keeping people away.

For sure.

Standing behind the farmhouse that day, I realized that I was not a farmer and did not want or need to be a farmer. Nor did I want to run an animal rescue farm, or a veterinary clinic. I reluctantly saw that I was not rich, and could not afford my life. That I was living alone and desperately wanted a human being to share my life. Animals were great, but a human partner would be better.

I recognized that I was being suffocated by anxiety and confusion—problems I had run from my whole life but on the farm, had run out of ways to hide—and needed to do the hard work to get all of this under control. And quickly. And on a farm in upstate New York with animals bleating, baaing, clucking, barking mooing, eating enormous quantities of food, and leaving mountains of manure behind.

The bad news was that there was only Rose to help me.

The good news was that Rose was there to help me.

And so I did regain control of the farm and of my life. My crack-up was timely and necessary. So was my recovery.

The cows, goats, rams, rooster, and most of the sheep left. I found a Vermont farmer who would take the sheep in the winter and bring them back for the summer, so Rose could keep working. The tractor, the round bales, the feed, and the vets also mostly went. I even sent my beloved Lab, Pearl, off to Brooklyn to live with my daughter and get the attention she craved.

I have learned again and again how much I love animals, but also how to love them ethically. How not to exploit animals in order to make me feel good about myself, or to feel superior to others, or to fill up the holes in my life that humans ought to fill. I learned that it is wrong to acquire animals without first using some thought and perspective. Or to spend more money on them than I had. Or to turn them into needy and piteous children, to fill my needs rather than theirs.

And then, after fighting just as hard to dismantle the bulk of my farm as I had to acquire it, I emerged from the darkness.

I found what I had been looking for my whole life, the whole point of my journey.

I fell in love.

My new wife, Maria, was no farmer’s wife, although she would quickly come to love the chores and rhythms of the farm. She was—and is—an artist, as emotionally open as I was closed. We began another journey, this one together. I saw that I was right. Dogs are wonderful to live with. Maria is better.

One of the first things I thought of when Maria appeared on the scene was Rose, my constant companion. Would she feel displaced? Would she be displaced?

There was never any question about Maria coming into my life. It was never a choice between a person and a dog. Still, Rose was my companion on the farm, my compass, my strength. With many of the animals leaving, and Maria coming, what would her role be? I did not have to worry long. Rose’s life was enriched, as was mine.

Maria was the kind of person Rose connected with. Sweet and attentive, she was proud and independent, and never cloying or cute. She respected Rose the way she was, not the way people wished her to be, and she allowed Rose to get to know her, talking to her in the quiet and businesslike voice that Rose liked. Like Rose, Maria was sweet, but she wasn’t into cute.

Maria began taking Rose on walks. She spent more time with her than any woman had, and she never pushed the dog. She allowed Rose to find her and connect with her in her own way and time.

Maria would come and sit down next to this standoffish and proud dog and talk to her. Rose adored her almost from the first, her tongue darting out to give Maria a lick or two (I can count the few times Rose ever licked me in that way), and her tail swished a bit whenever Maria came into the room. Maria could get Rose to eat when I could not. She threw Frisbees and balls for her, and talked to her in a certain squeaky tone of voice that dogs, with their sensitive hearing, love, but which I never figured out how to use. Rose almost never came to me for comfort, but when the windows rattled in the farmhouse, or thunder rolled across the valley, Rose would come over to Maria and lean her head against her knee, or into her outstretched hand.

I never thought I would see such a thing.

Rose often got lost in the mayhem of the farm, but Maria always singled her out, remembered her, scratched her belly. The two bonded visibly, and it filled my heart to see these two remarkable women—two creatures I loved—connect with and love one another. It seemed that Rose had found the emotional bond that had been lacking in her life, something I could never quite provide for her, and she settled down noticeably. It seemed to calm her.

But things were different. Suddenly, there was less work to do. I had a human being to share my life with, and I wasted no time sharing it. We spent evenings reading and talking. We went to Disney World to be warm in the winter. We went to inns in Vermont; to New York City to visit my daughter.

I worked hard to regain my health. The farm became something it had never been, a peaceful place. A place for creative work, not for intensive farming.

I began to understand who I was: a writer, not a farmer neck-deep in crisis and drama. Maria settled the farm, centered me, and calmed the animals there. Healers tell me that we attract what we feel, and when I was in crisis, the crises never stopped—coyotes, wild pigs, rabid feral cats, storms, falls, injuries, angry and disturbed people, stalkers, stray dogs. Rose and I were like overworked firemen—the alarm was always ringing.

As my life changed, the dramas seemed to melt away, and with them the sense of urgency and focus that had marked Rose’s life and my life with her. I think it’s true what the spiritualists say—whatever is inside of you is drawn to you. The nighttime calls from farmers in distress slowed to a trickle. Even when the sheep were here, there wasn’t all that much to do. I still worked with Rose every day, still went to the top of the hill and read books to her, still needed her help when the vet came or the sheep needed to be rounded up for their trip to Vermont.
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In the summer of 2011, I took Rose across the road and out into the meadow to go fetch the sheep. We were going to move them across the road. She seemed different to me, slower and more deliberate than I could remember.

But I didn’t pay too much attention to it. After eight years on the farm, my legs hurt, too. And I wasn’t moving so quickly myself.

When you live with a dog, it is hard to see them change, or age, and in my mind, I saw Rosie as vibrant, focused, and powerful. When I look back at my photos, I see that she had changed, considerably. I didn’t notice the stoop, the runny eyes, the streaks of gray.

One thing about her had not changed. She was always giving me things, making things possible for me. She was about to give me yet another gift, perhaps the greatest of all.

Usually, when Rose got inside the gate and into the pasture, she was a rocket, tearing off to get behind the sheep and push them to the gate. I barely paid attention to her during tasks that were so routine for her. Often I checked my cellphone or listened to music on my iPod while I waited for her and the sheep to show up.

Border collies herd with their eyes and bodies and generally they try to put the sheep between themselves and the human. By this time the sheep knew the drill as well as Rose did, and usually fell into place as soon as they saw her coming. I had seen this so many times. When a new flock of sheep would first appear on the farm, they would challenge Rose, butt her, run away, bunch together. It usually took only a few days before they submit. In eight years and hundreds of sheep, I never saw her once fail to get them to do her bidding.

Rose had tremendous authority as well as agility, and sheep are good readers of a dog’s capability. If sheep spot a dog that doesn’t know what it’s doing, they panic and run for their lives. A seasoned border collie is different. There is trust between the dog and sheep as well as fear.

But on this warm day, something was off. Rose seemed slow and sluggish. The sheep turned and ran the other way, and she didn’t seem able to get around them, something I had never seen.

Even when Rose was injured or lame, she got around the sheep and moved them. On this day, I thought she was distracted, and I yelled out, “Hey, Rosie, get the sheep!” and she turned and looked at me, and then collapsed in the middle of the pasture. I didn’t believe it at first. I thought she had fallen into a hole, or had just lain down for some reason. Maybe a groundhog or even a snake had startled her.

Then, when I saw that she wasn’t moving, I began to walk, then run to her, dropping the iPod. I was awash in fear.

I found her lying with her eyes open, tongue hanging out, breathing heavily. Something was very wrong. Rose seemed disoriented, as if she were having a seizure. I picked her up, carried her to car, and rushed her to the vet. There she seemed disoriented, lost. She trembled and scrambled to get off the examining table and back to me. I had to hold her head in her hands while the vet looked at her, and when I did this, she was still.

There were a number of tests, but nothing conclusive. Perhaps a seizure. Perhaps a tremor from one of the many head butts she had suffered. Perhaps dehydration. Looking at her chart, the vet whistled at all of the injuries she had suffered, the kicks, butts, and cuts.

There were more pills, more tests. As with human health care, veterinary tests and procedures can easily proliferate. I was always conscious of preserving Rose’s comfort and dignity. There would be tests within reason, but not beyond, even though I was not sure what that line would be or how I would find it.

Rose seemed fine when she got home, a bit slower but able to get around the sheep, more like her old self.

Still, she did not seem right to me. And after that day I was careful to keep the work light.

Rose’s life had changed, and in many ways. She and I could almost literally read each other’s mind by this time. I had the sense, even then, that this was something permanent, that she was letting go of something in some way I did not comprehend.

Rose adapted to my life, as she always had. The sheep were her work, but only part of her work. Only later did I realize that her real work was me. I would look out the window and see her lying by the fence in the front yard, gazing out at the pasture for hours. She would still appear at the door every time I left the farmhouse, but dogs read human emotions much better than most humans do, and she sensed and viscerally understood what was happening.

In a sense, I was relieved. During the tumultuous years that preceded my second marriage, Rose had flirted with death many times. She had caught herself on barbed wire hidden out in the fields and torn open her stomach. Twice, trucks racing down the road in front of the farmhouse hit her as she was moving sheep. My donkey Lulu had kicked her broadside and sent her bouncing twenty feet away off one of the barns. She had been run over by an ATV and butted and kicked by a cow, by rams and by protective ewes worried about their babies.

And then there was the normal wear and tear of a border collie racing around huge pastures in hot sun for hours, pounding her legs and knees, or plowing through deep drifts in the winter, always on hills, to boot.

Rose seemed to me to need a rest and deserve one, even if she didn’t want one. I often worried about whether this change was hard for her. Everywhere I went, people worried about her. What would Rose do without sheep? Would she have enough to do? Did she miss them?

I suppose I fantasized that she was just tired, ready to retire from the hard work.

When the sheep went off to Vermont that winter, I remember wondering if Rose would ever be able to work with them again. Yet Rose never really seemed sick to me. Border collies are notoriously stoic; they don’t show pain or surrender to it. After the sheep left, I looked for things for her to do. She started chasing Frisbees and slingshot balls, at least for a few minutes, but I saw that now she could not keep up with Izzy. She had always beaten him to the Frisbee. When the donkeys lowered their heads and snorted at her, she seemed slow to get out of the way.

She went for walks in the woods, but they got shorter as we saw her struggle, panting and lagging behind. She hung out with Maria, walked with her, followed us out to the barn two or three times a day when we did the chores.

[image: ]

Rose looked very different to me that summer after her collapse and into the fall. In retrospect, the vet thinks she might have suffered a stroke or seizure. Or just been banged up too many times trying to save my hide. Her coat had gone dull, her bright eyes were runny, and she sometimes seemed confused to me. I suppose because I saw her every day, I didn’t really grasp her decline. Perhaps I didn’t want to.

Sometimes, in the morning, I would find her lying by the back door. She had some accidents in the house, which had never happened before, not even when she was a puppy. It was painful to see this independent creature losing control of herself.

There are many things I cannot do for my dogs, but one thing I can do, and will always do, is maintain their comfort and dignity. That is my debt to them, to be faithfully repaid.

Rose lost weight, and she began hanging back, refusing to go on walks if I was not there. At night I would sometimes wake up and see her lying on the floor, looking up at me, as if she were trying to tell me something.

Once or twice, I found her lying on the floor in a corner of the farmhouse, shaking, near a pool of vomit.

I took her to the vet again, and we did a few more tests, but still couldn’t find anything to explain her sluggishness and decline. I was wary of subjecting her to the kinds of tests that were the next option. The sheep were gone, and so I resolved for her to take it easy. She still came with us on the barn chores but spent more time by her favorite spot in the front yard, between the two maple trees. From there she could look out over the valley, look up into the pasture, where the sheep usually were, check out the donkeys, and keep an eye on me. Her vigilance never flagged. Rose was always around me, always knew where I was. I always had the feeling that she was watching my back.

One chilly afternoon, I walked up the pasture to the top of the hill. The sheep were gone to Vermont for the winter and would not be back until May. I was not sure Rose would be able to herd them again. And I wondered if they should come back at all. If she couldn’t work with sheep, why let her be tormented looking up at them all day?

Rose walked up the hill with me, as always, understanding intuitively where I was going. I opened the upper gate, and Rose gave a withering gaze at the donkeys, who sometimes tried to kick her. Rose responded by nipping one or both of them on the butt periodically to keep them off balance.

We closed the gate behind us and Rose walked over to the Adirondack chair and lay down. She was tired, even from this walk up the hill, and it was wrenching to see this dynamic creature fatigued.

I sat down next to her, but instead of reading to her, we both looked out over the pasture for a while, and I talked to her. I do not believe Rose understood the words she was hearing, but I do believe in the connection we shared beyond language, beyond words. I always felt certain Rose understood me.

She looked up at me and I said:

“Rosie, our lives have changed. I think your working days are nearly done. Maria is here and I don’t want to be a farmer. I want to be the writer I always wanted to be. You helped me get there, helped make that happen. Are you thinking of leaving me? Is that so? Where will you go?”

She looked at me intensely for second, I’m sure noticing the tears that were running down my cheeks.

Something was ending, I told her, something was beginning. It would not be a sad story, I told myself. It would not be a story of struggle. The last thing in the world I wanted for Rose was sadness. Ours was a life to celebrate, for sure.

I told Rose I was thinking of selling the farm in a year or so, moving to a smaller farm, continuing to write, about donkeys, dogs, rural life, animals, and spirituality.

I imagined a long and peaceful life in retirement for her, a chance to rest, look out at the world beyond, find the peace and quiet she so richly deserved.

It would, I said, be different. I suspected she would always want to work, but I wasn’t sure it was possible any longer.

“Rose, I don’t think anyone but the two of us will ever quite appreciate what you did for me, what we did together. I can tell some of it, but never all of it. You saved my life, in so many ways, and made it possible. I do not believe I would ever have had the strength to come here and stay here without you. I don’t believe I can ever repay you for that, but I want you to know how much I love and appreciate you. Do you understand me?”

A chill wind rolled up the hill and blew some leaves around us, and I took a deep breath and looked out over the beautiful valley, and the pasture where we had done so much work together. Where she drove off the ram who was battering me, where she saved lambs from the winter storms, where she moved sheep up and down a million times, and brought them up the to the top of the hill to graze with me.

Rose looked me straight in the eye, and of course she understood me, I knew. That was what she was all about. She would always understand me, and always help me live my life, whatever form it took.

    That was what she did. Good work, Rosie.



    
    Click the text links below to view the images

      
    [image: ]
Photo 5.1

    [image: ]
Photo 5.2

    [image: ]
Photo 5.3

    [image: ]
Photo 5.4

    [image: ]
Photo 5.5

    [image: ]
Photo 5.6

   
 


CHAPTER 6



Run in Fields of Gold

This chapter has been adapted and expanded from a November 2011 blog post at www.bedlamfarm.com.

Rose died on a Friday evening in November 2011, euthanized after a long and severe wasting disease that left her in pain and without spirit. She died in ease and comfort at the gentle and sensitive hands of Dr. Suzanne Fariello of the Cambridge Valley Veterinary Hospital, in Cambridge, New York, her head resting on my arm. Maria, Rose, and I all lay on the floor, on Rose’s favorite sheepskin. Dr. Fariello was on the other side. “Let go, girl,” I told Rosie as the final injection was being administered. “Your work here is done.” As she closed her eyes, I kissed her once on the nose.

The end for Rose had begun at 3 A.M. on Thursday. I awoke suddenly at that early hour. The nearly psychic connection between Rose and me was never stronger than on that night. I heard Rose calling out to me; I sensed her fear and confusion. I got up and raced all over the house looking for her. She was not in any of her usual places, and when I called out to her, she did not appear, as she always had. I finally found her by the back door.

She was shivering, curled up in a ball. She had vomited, I suspect, trying to get out of the door, to go outside. Rose was one of those dogs with great dignity and pride. She always took care of herself, never had accidents of any kind. In the cold and dark I dropped to the floor, on my knees, and I began to cry, because we had always told the truth to each other, always understood each other perfectly. It was rare that I had to give Rose any commands; she usually just looked at me, and knew what I wanted, what I needed.

I saw the pain in her eyes and heard her very clearly. Help me, she said. I am lost. I am lost. Help me now. Help me go. I leaned forward and cradled her in my arms, this shivering thing covered in her own waste. I held her in my arms and I made this vow to her: You can let go, Rosie. I am here. You served me. I will serve you and help you leave us in dignity and comfort and love.

And then, as she shivered, I held her for the longest time, and she licked my chin in a way she rarely, if ever, did. I carried her to a dog bed by the woodstove and lay her down gently. I got a cloth and a brush and cleaned her fur and mane and pushed her bed closer to the fire, where she could be warm.

Later that morning, I asked Maria to sit down—Rose was asleep by the fire, and she had not moved for hours—and I said that we needed to think about putting Rose down, that I felt it was time.

Maria became angry and cried out, “No, no! She is still alive, she can walk, she can eat. It’s not time. This is too soon.”

And then, for the first time, I broke down. I sobbed and said, “Honey, Rose is lost. She is lost and we have to help her. This is not the way she has lived, or wants to live. She needs us to help her.” I told her about getting up and finding Rose by the back door.

Maria turned to me and began crying herself. She nodded and said, “I understand, I understand. Looking at your face, I understand. I trust you. Of course it’s time.”

That afternoon, we met with Dr. Fariello. After examining Rose, she turned to me and nodded. “She is ready to go,” she said. “I support you.” I told her we needed a day with Rose and that we would be back the following evening to put her down. We made an appointment for five thirty.

We spent that Friday walking with Rose, sitting with her. Rose was always stoic, as border collies tend to be, and although she moved slowly and tired easily, she was game. I took her up into the pole barn and sat with her for an hour. Maria took her into the studio barn, where she had never gone, and they sat together for several hours. I took her for slow walks around the farm, taking photos of her.

I am so proud of Rose, and I am so grateful for her life and time with me. I am glad that she got to live her life so fully. She inspired five books, including this one. In many ways, Rose in a Storm was a love letter to Rose, and I am glad I got to write it. I shot some video from her last days—encountering Simon the donkey, her final pursuit of the Imaginary Squirrel, sitting up in the pole barn.

    
   
    
    
The Imaginary Squirrel was one of the most popular stories about Rose, followed with amusement and appreciation all over the world. It says so much about her:

A few weeks after I moved to Bedlam Farm, Rose and I were walking on the path into the woods. A squirrel ran in front of Rose and skittered in a panic up a thin birch tree. Rose locked on to this creature, and sat whining and barking at the base of this tree as the squirrel scrambled to higher ground, squeaking and chirping on the way up.

For the rest of her life, Rose would stop at the base of the tree and whine and bark and growl, looking for her squirrel. After that first time, I never saw the squirrel again, and it was a thin tree with few leaves. But that did not matter to Rose. I nicknamed him the Imaginary Squirrel and started taking photos of him. Rose never forgot him, never failed to stop and look up the tree, in heat, rain, snow. On the last day of her life, she hobbled down the path, but stopped, as always, to look up at the tree for her nemesis.

“You’ll get him one day, Rosie,” I said, stopping by the tree, fighting back tears. “You’ll be chasing him in heaven. I promise.” Rose looked at me appreciatively, wagged her tail, and left the Imaginary Squirrel for the last time.

When I was working on my book Going Home: Finding Peace When Pets Die—help for people who have lost their pets—I often wondered how I would react if Rose died.

This was, in fact, the standard that I applied for the advice and assistance I offered in the book: What if Rose died? How would I be affected? What would help?

If I was taken by surprise, I was also fortunate. The experience of writing the book prepared me, and altered the experience in the most profound way.

In the days after her death, I would cry at unexpected times, or when I went places that I used to go with Rose. After a few weeks, the tears stopped, although the echoes, twinges, the emotional stabs did not. Rose and I had compiled a very rich texture of emotions and experiences, and they were embedded everywhere in and around the farm.

And this helped me also. To remember that grief and love go together. I remembered what I had read aloud, sitting with her at the top of the hill, from St. Augustine’s City of God.


The people in darkness have conquered the night

May our tears be turned into dancing …
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Rose lived the life of a dog fully and every day of her life, as few dogs get to do. From the first, my work with her challenged me to be a better, more patient and empathic human. Dogs do that for us. They make us better if we listen to them and learn from them. Everywhere I went, people asked me about Rose, how she was, how she was doing. She touched the hearts and minds and imaginations of many people.

I believe that dogs come and go when they are ready, not just when we are ready. And this last summer, when it was clear Rose could no longer herd the sheep or move quickly, and was suffering, I knew the time was drawing near.

I did not wish her life or death to be a drama, whether mine or anyone else’s. Grief is a part of the experience, but only a part. I remembered what Rose and I learned that bitterly cold night out in the pasture, with our dying lamb. My life on the farm, my work with Rose and Izzy, had taught me that death is not a surprise. It is part of life. I resolved to not make so wonderful and happy and productive a life a struggle. I learned from Rose and the other animals on the farm to accept death as a part of life, not a particular tragedy, but a common, shared experience. Almost everyone reading this has lost a person or a beloved pet. This is what we share, this is part of our lives, as I knew I had to share Rose’s death. She did not belong only to me.

Rose was cremated, her ashes spread over the pasture by the pole barn, where she loved to work and sit.

The book you are now reading was born of my wish to pay tribute to Rose’s life in words and in photographs. And in honor of Rose’s ferociously hardworking spirit, I hope I have kept my pledge to be as honest and unflinching as possible, even when that is not easy or comfortable. I was—am—grateful for the loyalty and devotion so many people showed to this wonderful creature. I know this is a pain and loss that is not only mine.
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The picture above is the last photo taken of Rose, in the pole barn where she lay resting on a sheepskin for her last look over her beloved farm. Updating her mental farm map, I suspect, one more time. I will need to keep a closer eye on my cellphone and keys. I will need to pay a lot more attention to many more things.

Before Rose closed her eyes, I thanked her for her love and hard work. I told her I did not assume that she wished to join me over any bridge, or in another life or in heaven, as that would be presumptuous of me. It was her choice, not mine.

And finally, as she left the world, I told her this:


My wish for you, dear Rose,

is to always run in fields of gold,

sheep stretching to the far horizon,

in a fenceless world with clear skies.

I wish you legs that never tire

and boundaries beyond imagination.

Your work here is done,

Your work is just beginning.

    Much love, Godspeed.
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CHAPTER 7



Letter to Rose

Dear Rosie,

It’s been a few months since you left, and I walked on the path today—by the tree where you pursued your Imaginary Squirrel every day for eight years—and I wanted to talk to you, tell you how things are going.

I miss you. You were so much a presence here that the farm feels quiet, even empty at times. I’m not nearly used to the idea that you are gone. When I head out the back door for the barn or pasture, I’m surprised every morning to remember that you are not there, rushing off ahead of me to check things out.

When you left, the farm seemed transformed, no longer a working and chaotic farm, although there is still plenty going on, but more of a writer and artist’s place.

Last week, there was something moving around outside of the farmhouse. Frieda and the other dogs were barking, going crazy. I kept going out with the flashlight, but I couldn’t see anything, and so I thought it might be the wind, or a raccoon. I couldn’t let Frieda out, as she can be too aggressive. Lenore is not good in confrontations, and Izzy is not interested in exploring the night. He’s an indoor dog, a people dog.

A few days later, Maria found a poor starving dog out in the woods, curled up by a tree, near death. She got him to a neighbor in time, and then to a vet, and he survived, but barely.

He had been lost in the woods for nearly a month. I know if you’d been here you would have spotted him right away. You would have gone right to him, led me to where he was. I just know it. You did it many times.

And this week, at the beginning of spring, a fox crept down into the pasture and attacked the chickens. There were three dogs sleeping in the house, Rosie, and none of them heard a thing—the chickens squawking, the donkeys braying, a neighbor shouting. In fact, if not for the neighbor, we would not have know a fox was around and all hell was breaking loose. I don’t blame Izzy, Frieda, and Lenore. They do not have that map of the farm. But that would never have happened if you were here. You would have heard the fox coming down, heard the ruckus, come by the bedside and gotten me up and out. Most of the chickens are alive, though.

He did get two.

Much about the farm changed when you died. I don’t think we are getting sheep here this year, I just don’t think I could manage them without you. But we are getting some next year, and we may lamb. Maria wants to sell Bedlam Farm wool and I want to do some herding work again. I’ll figure out how to do it. You know how much I need the help. I am talking to a good breeder about a herding dog from Ireland. His name is Red. The Big Red Dog.

Isn’t that a book title, Rosie? The Big Red Dog.

We are thinking of selling the farm and moving a smaller one, and there are a lot of reasons for that. We want a simpler life, but still, a life with animals.

I have learned something about who I am and who I am not. And about time, yes? I am not a farmer. I have never wished to be a farmer, much as I admire and love many of the farmers I have known.

I am a writer, something I have always wished to be, as long as I can recall wishing for anything. I wanted to find love and do my work, and this is where we ended up, isn’t it? We got from there to here, and what a wild ride it was, yes?

Your leaving marks the end of a passage, I think, just as your coming did. I’m headed for a quieter time, a simpler life. A writer’s life and with someone to share it with. I can say this to you knowing that I am not diminishing my time with you or love for you in any way. I think we always wanted the best for each other, and this is the best thing for me, something I have wanted every day of my conscious life.

I am sorry to tell you—perhaps you already know—that Izzy died in April. He had cancer, and he left the world without too much suffering.

Lenore and Frieda are doing well.

Lenore is a goofball, loving everything she sees and behaving in undignified Lab ways. She spends more time sleeping near Frieda and she keeps looking for you on the path to chase her and play with her.

Frieda is still trying to chase every truck that goes by. The farm is up for sale and we are moving to a New Bedlam Farm. It just seems like time.

There is a lot of the dog silliness you disdained—the stealing of bones, tug of war, belly-scratching. I don’t believe you ever wanted your belly scratched, not once in your life.

Maria misses you a lot. She doesn’t talk about it much, but if she sees a photo of you, or I tell a story about you, she cries. She connected with you in a very powerful way. I think the donkeys are happy you’re gone. They never got over the idea that you were some coyote coming to kill the sheep, and they never tired of trying to kick you.

You are much remembered beyond the farm. I have gotten so many emails from all over the world expressing loss and sorrow at your death, and I had no idea how many people felt connected to you and your life. I guess I did alright in capturing your spirit and determination. I must have, or they wouldn’t love you so much. I’m proud of that.

I do believe that the divine lives in a broken heart as well as a full one, and my heart was broken when we put you down. Yet I have moved beyond mourning and grief into a different space, in many ways a beautiful one. You’ve taught me to turn my ears to dancing.

Looking back with some perspective, I have come to accept Joseph Campbell’s idea of you as a magical helper, a spirit who entered my life to guide me through the unknown and back into an authentic life.

When you came, I was alone and living in fear and confusion. When you left, I had found someone to share my life, had begun to understand who I was, and shed the mask of confusion and terror that had shaped so much of my life. This was the point, I think, and I don’t believe your coming and going at these times was a coincidence. I don’t believe that at all.

You are not just something to miss, but something to celebrate as well as grieve.

Something to be grateful for.

A gift, not a sacrifice.

There was always something determined, unwavering about you. But now, with some distance, I see something older, more powerful.

How easy to forget in our time—a time of dog beds, gourmet treats, pills for canine depression—how this partnership began, what it was about, what stories the ancient drawings in caves tell us about people and dogs.

How they protected us, helped us find food, hunted with us, chased off enemies and predators, warned us of dangers. From the first, dogs helped make human lives possible, helped humans to grow and evolve and live their lives.

This connection was about survival, and then, over thousands of years, it has grown into so much more than that. But the stories on the cave walls are different than the stories of our time—they portray a life of mutual trust and working together, a life of urgency and meaning.

I am a middle-class man from a middle-class American world and some of these things are far from me and my reality, or at least they were when you entered my life.

I always knew you were not really a pet, knew that you had not come here to be that. I knew you did not want treats or pills or soft beds, and that was what made our story so timeless, so different.



When I came here to the farm with you, we were, in so many ways, like that age-old story depicted on cave walls. I didn’t understand this then. I understand it now. You were free to live the life of a dog, and so you did, calling upon the oldest and wildest things in you to work with animals, face predators, survive in awful storms, help farmers.

When I reread The Call of the Wild in the days after you died, I thought of you, Rosie. The book describes what happens to dogs when they leave their humans behind. “But he is not always alone,” London wrote of Buck after he was done with people and returned to the wild, to his ancestral place. “When the long winter nights come on and the wolves follow their meat into the lower valleys, he may be seen running at the head of the pack through the pale moonlight of glimmering borealis, leaping gigantic above his fellows, his great throat a-bellow as he sings a song of the younger world, which is the song of the pack.”

    This is my wish for you Rosie, my dream, my prayer. That you run in the pale moonlight, singing the song of the younger world, dancing in the wild.
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READ ON FOR AN EXCERPT FROM

Going Home: Finding Peace When Pets Die

MY BELOVED WORKING DOG, ROSE, died one month after I concluded the book tour for the hardcover publication of Going Home. After spending several years studying and writing about the process of grieving for the animals we love, I found myself in the ironic and unexpected position of grieving for a dog who had shaped—even saved—my life and my writing.

I was shaken and profoundly saddened by Rose’s death, which raised so many of the issues I had explored in this book. Rose was young for a border collie, not yet nine. She had been struggling for several months, and just before my book tour, she had collapsed in the pasture while trying to herd sheep, something she had done effortlessly thousands of times in her life. It was wrenching to see this proud and ferociously competent working dog weaken and fall apart before my eyes. She was a dog who had battled coyotes, wild pigs, belligerent rams, and protective ewes, who had corralled neighbors’ cows in the middle of the night, and helped me save lambs in the brutal snow and cold.

Rose was on the cover of three of my books, and had inspired my novel, Rose in a Storm. She was, in many ways, a symbol of my life on the farm, and she was literally my partner there. The loss of a beloved pet is never easy for anyone, and no loss is any worse than any other, but Rose had a very special meaning in my life. She changed it forever, and made so much of it possible.

There were also difficult decisions to be made. How many tests should I force her to endure? How much suffering would I permit? How much money was the right amount to spend? When, if necessary, was it time to let her go, to end her suffering? Did I have a vet I could talk to, who I could trust? A vet who would understand and share my feelings? How would I handle the guilt I might feel for deciding to euthanize an animal I loved so much, owed so much to, and who was so admired?

I had to ask myself: What had I learned from writing Going Home? What perspective would I bring as the author of the book, and not just as a pet lover? Could I grieve in anything resembling a normal and rational way given that there was such a spotlight on me, and on Rose and my decisions about her?

“Well,” said my vet, “you’ve got a book to help you out.”

And so it did. In the end, I found myself turning to the book, and more than once, almost as if I had never read it before. I did what I had prescribed. I told my vet that I didn’t want Rose to suffer, that I didn’t want to subject her to prolonged and debilitating procedures, tests, and medications. There were limits, I said, to what I could spend, how long a process I could endure. I wanted this proud and dignified creature to leave the world in a proud and dignified way. And I didn’t want to be selfish. I was prepared to let her go if there was nothing we could reasonably do. My vet, Suzanne Fariello of the Cambridge Valley Veterinary Hospital in Cambridge, New York, was wonderful—open, honest, compassionate, direct. It was easy to talk with her, tobe honest and open in return. We were on the same page, well before any decisions had to be made. Just as I had advised in the pages of Going Home, I had a vet I could talk to when the time came, and we were both prepared.

I also spoke—a lot—with my wife, Maria, who could barely raise the subject of losing Rose without crying, and we talked and talked until we were both sure we were seeing things the same way. I made sure to mark this time, to find ways of acknowledging this loss.

I spent a day walking with Rose, talking with her, taking her up to the pasture, where we sat together, looking out over the farm. I remembered her work on the farm, her bravery and intelligence and determination. I do not know what she was thinking, but she seemed at ease sitting with me, in a place that was familiar to both of us. An intense creature, she was as calm up there as I could recall her being. I took some photos and videos, to bring about closure, to help me remember her. In this way, I understood, she did not have to leave, at least not completely.

I told everyone close to her that she might be leaving us soon, and then I consciously turned inward and gathered my own thoughts and emotions and perspective.

Rose had been blessed with a good life. She lived the natural life of a dog every single day. She was well fed, well cared for, and able to spend every day doing work that she loved. I could not have done more for Rose than I did, nor she for me. We had honored our contract with each other.

I understood that this was a spiritual as well as an emotional and medical experience. And when I decided to let Rose go, I tried to see her death as a liberation for her. She did not need to meet me on any bridge, or join me in the afterlife, although that would be wonderful. She had done enough. She was simply free to go. I imagined her running through golden fields, herds of sheep stretching to the fenceless horizon.

As Suzanne and Maria and I lay on the floor with Rose at the end of her life, I held her, kissed her on the nose, and thanked her. “Your work is done,” I said. “I thank you and love you.” She was struggling to focus, but how glad I was that the last thing she saw in this life was my face, something she always looked to for direction and bearing. Then she was gone.

At that moment, and in the days that followed, it seemed I felt every emotion there was to feel, one after the other—pain, loss, grief, emptiness, loneliness. And gratitude and appreciation as well. My life with Rose was wonderful, from beginning to end. It was a gift, and I resolved not to turn her life into a lament. I felt as if parts of me were missing. For a writer, it is difficult to admit that I do not have adequate words to express what Rose meant to me, how she shored up and supported my life, how much of it she made possible. She was my shadow and companion for so many years, through so much that it did not really seem possible that she was no longer with me. It does not yet seem possible.

But I found I had a mantra of sorts, a thought that kept recurring in my mind, something that pulled me along: Run in golden fields, Rosie, run forever in a place where the wind is always behind you, the pastures extend to the horizon, and your legs never tire. That wish for her always made me smile, always took me out of myself and moved me along, as Rose herself always did.

I found that preparation helped: talking to Maria, talking to our friends, talking to Suzanne. I found that perspective helped too. I have three other wonderful dogs, and they shape my life and work as well, not to mention the donkeys, barn cats, and chickens. I have a wife and daughter I love, and friends who care for me. I have work that is precious to me, books to write, photos to take, life to live. For me, these are riches beyond imagination.

Rose meant everything to me, yet I also needed to put her in the context of the rest of my life.

It helped me to understand, as I had written, that I did not suffer this loss alone. Pretty much everyone I know has lost a dog or a cat, a horse, or even a turtle. And, more important, a mother or a father, a child or a spouse, a friend or a brother.

I understood, as I had explored in this book, that death is not just an end, but sometimes a beginning, a part of life. It can be a gift. You grieve what you love. You love what you grieve.

Rose was nothing but a gift to me, and I celebrated her life and my good fortune to be able to give her the kind of death she deserved. Although it is almost unimaginably painful to decide to end the life of something you love, I had nothing to feel guilty about, and so I felt no guilt. I had learned from writing this book that guilt has no useful place in the grieving process. This belief was reaffirmed. Our animals do not feel it, and it has no bearing on the value of what we do. Insofar as grief is a choice—and it is only partially that—I chose to grieve for Rose, to be conscious that we have all suffered loss.

And yes, it was immensely helpful to have written Going Home and to have it there to read and re-read at times when I’m missing my friend. The process of considering grief helps, I believe. Just as an examined life is meaningful, so is examined loss.

I am so glad I talked to Suzanne in advance. So glad I took photos and videos of Rose, to have things to remember her by. So glad I publicly acknowledged my grief—to my wife, to my friends, and on my blog, where Rose appeared so many times and so many people came to know her well. And so very glad also that I have moved on, and into life.

I was also very grateful that Rose was cremated, and that I was able to scatter her ashes to the wind and the sky in the pasture where she so loved to work.

And I learned this: in our love for animals, in our compassion and empathy for one another, we are all one. We will all encounter the universal experience of loss and grief, one way or the other. In the days after Rose’s death, I received nearly four thousand emails from all over the world comforting me, offering sympathy, honoring Rose and her life, and reminding me that grief is, in so many ways, the ultimate celebration of life, community, and love.


READ ON FOR AN EXCERPT FROM

Dancing Dogs: Stories

JAMES AND KIPPER ROUNDED THE HILL AT THE TOP OF THE pasture—it was little used now, and overgrown with weeds and scrub—to make their daily check on the farm’s boundaries and fences. The two of them would have made a lovely pastoral painting, the still-handsome, blue-eyed, tall, and craggy old farmer with his white shock of windswept hair, and the intense and purposeful low-to-the-ground black-and-white border collie, moving rapidly but off kilter on his three legs.

James and Kipper had been patrolling the farm and its sheep and cows for many years now, twice a day, rain or shine. There was little to patrol these days, just a dozen sheep, mostly older ones James couldn’t bear to send off to market.

Kipper knew every inch of the farm, and if there was so much as a new piece of paper blown by the wind, he would go to it, sniff it, mark it. The industrious dog was better than any land surveyor, thought James.

It was Kipper who alerted him now that something was wrong. His ears went back on his head, which he lowered almost level to the ground, dropping into a quiet crouch. He let out a low growl, and the fur on his back stood straight up.

James scanned the trees and bushes in front of him. His eyes were not what they used to be. He reached into his pocket and put his spectacles on. He saw nothing.

He turned and looked at Kipper, following the old dog’s nose straight toward a tangle of old fence posts and barbed wire. Then he saw it.

“Hold it, Kipper,” he said. “Steady there. Be careful.” He took a step forward, a small one.

THERE WAS A TIME when James could stalk right up the hill without taking a deep breath, but now it took more determination. He paused two or three times on the way up, and Kipper paused with him, sitting or lying down when he stopped. He didn’t know if this was a courtesy, or if Kipper was tired too. After all, he was twelve now.

“Old dogs,” James liked to whisper, “two old dogs.”

The walks were still magic. The smell of the barns, the hay, the flowers, and air, the manure, flitting shadows, the soil, the grip of the wind, the powerful formations of clouds steaming by, the spectacle of the sun fighting through and streaming across the valley.

He could have gone to Florida, like the other farmers, or moved into town, into one of those little ugly split-levels that were built, unlike farms, to be maintenance free. Or he could’ve gone to North Carolina, or into one of those assisted-care places where you gave them all your money and you took a bus to the market and doctor’s appointments.

But he would truly rather be dead than to be in an ugly little house, or dependent on so many other people. And what would he do in retirement? There seemed to him nothing to do in that situation but die. How many stories had he heard of the old farmers who sold off their land, went off to trailers and condos, and were dead within weeks and months? A man had to have a purpose, had to have something meaningful to do.

And there was Kipper to think of.

He and Kipper were like extensions of each other; each reacted to the other’s thoughts, read the other’s mind, worked together in a seamless ballet.

Still, James had always expected that he and Helen would be facing old age together, and it had never crossed his mind that she would leave him like that, so quickly, so completely. Helen had been a farmwife, just as he was a farmer. She took care of the house, he took care of everything else, and the two of them had worked hard decade after decade, side by side.

So now it was just him and Kipper, and if Kipper left, then maybe it would be time to sell the farm and go live somewhere else. He would think about that when the time came.

In the mornings, when he and Kipper took to the fences, he heard a thousand ghosts from the past, and he wondered if the dog did too. Cows, steers, dairy and beef, goats, five hundred sheep. Potatoes and corn, alfalfa and grain. Once, he had two helpers, and it took the three of them a full day just to get the animals moved, watered, tended, and fed, to keep water troughs up, to move the manure, run the tractor, fix the fences, patch the barn. There was never enough time.

Now, it took him and Kipper but a half hour to walk the pasture, and then they were done for the day. And the only sounds were the lonely cries of the sheep, the wind, and the distant sounds of trucks whining along faraway highways.

ABOUT TWENTY-FIVE YARDS AHEAD of him, he saw what Kipper had seen, and he froze. It was a beautiful, awful thing—a huge coyote caught in the barbed wire and woodpile that James had dumped there. This coyote was different than some of the scrawny ones he had seen over the years. He was enormous, his ruff thick. His eyes were large, intense, almost fluorescent. Those piercing gray eyes stared coolly right into his.

James saw the animal had struggled—he was bloody all over. But he was no longer fighting now. He was either resigned to his fate or else completely exhausted. He showed no fear, no desire to run. He didn’t bare his teeth or growl.

As he looked closer, James saw a trickle of blood coming from one of his nostrils. He had been in the wire a long time. This, James thought, might be the one picking off his sheep. He had seen those tracks, and they were large.

James could tell the coyote was old. He could see it in his eyes and in his white muzzle. He had a quiet dignity about him—James had seen so many animals panic, but this one seemed poised, ready for whatever might come.

James couldn’t leave this creature to die like that in the wire. He couldn’t let him walk away or escape, either, to kill his sheep, or the animals of some other farmer. The rules were clear.

“Let’s go back, Kipper. We have to get the rifle.”

Kipper would be no match for this coyote if things went wrong and the animal got loose. Border collies were workers, not fighters. The fact that Kip had only three legs didn’t seem to slow him down at all. He had worked every day of his life, including the day when he mistook Peter Elmer’s tractor coming down the hill for a sheep and tried to herd it into the pasture, where he thought it belonged. It was his first failure as a working dog, and it cost him a leg, chewed up in the mower blades. After that, there had been some awkward moments with the sheep, when Kipper couldn’t quite pivot and turn like he used to, but he quickly recovered, and he was still smarter and faster than any of the dozen or so Tunis sheep that James still kept on the farm. But James had seen Kipper nearly get killed countless times—kicked by donkeys and cows, tangled in barbed wire, chasing after trucks and tractors, butted by rams and sheep. He had no doubt the dog would throw himself into the coyote’s jaws if it went after James or threatened the farm or the sheep.

James called sharply to the dog and began to head back to the farmhouse. Kipper kept turning around, then moving reluctantly down the hill, keeping himself between the coyote and James at all times.

BEFORE THE FARM WOUND DOWN, James had lost a lot of sheep to coyotes, and he was always trying to figure out what to do about it. He never quite had.

He could electrify the fence, which was expensive. But James was no longer making any money from the farm. The old farmhouse was in urgent need of repairs to the roof and the plumbing, and the big barn was about to fall over into the road.

James hated coming out of the farmhouse in the morning and finding eviscerated carcasses scattered by the barn. In the old days, he would have sat out with a rifle and a big electric torch and picked off a couple of the coyotes. Or Kipper would have heard them coming and run them off. But Kipper, like James, didn’t hear as well anymore and didn’t move as fast. Nor did James want to put him at risk. The last carcass he wanted to find out on the hillside one morning was Kipper’s.

James wanted to tell Helen about the coyote trapped up in the wire. She had been dead nearly three years, but he still expected to find her standing in the kitchen somehow, his coffee and toast hot and ready, after his morning walk with Kipper.

He knew Helen would feel sympathy for the coyote—she didn’t take to hunters much—and say, “He’s just doing his work like you’re doing yours.” He knew she wouldn’t like the idea of his going up there to shoot him. She was nervous around guns.

But he was a farmer, and if something was threatening the farm, the farm came first.

James walked into the kitchen, Kipper alongside, and looked at Helen’s apron, still hanging on its hook. He couldn’t bear to take it down. Kipper jumped up onto the sofa and looked out the window, up into the pasture, where the coyote lay.

James touched Helen’s apron, remembering her last days, her last words, as she gripped his arm. “Oh, Luke,” she said, calling out to their lost son, his life given for his country in a war James didn’t understand. “Oh, Luke.”

James always imagined that Helen had never quite forgiven him for Luke. James and the boy had never really connected. Luke grew up angry, resenting the farm, as if it had taken something from him. He never wanted a farming life, wanted to get away as soon as possible. Helen always said James was more patient with the animals than with his own son.

Luke had had a rough time as a teenager—drinking, fights, trouble in school. When he was arrested for shoplifting at a local department store, James told him he needed to go into the Army, because he thought it would be good for him. In James’s time, the Army was thought to build character. Somehow he missed that the world had changed. He didn’t see it until it was too late. Luke was killed in a helicopter crash in Vietnam, and Helen was never really the same. When she talked about the old men who sent the young ones off to die, he always felt she was talking about him.

James had never mentioned Luke after the funeral, not to Helen, not to anybody. Once a year, they went to the cemetery together, and he held her hand while she cried.

Then they found those lumps in her chest, and she was dead six months later.

Kipper was his only consolation, the only creature in the world, he thought, that he had never disappointed, and who always—always—would rather be with him than with anyone else.

JAMES SHOOK OFF HIS MELANCHOLY. He had a job to do. He went into the back closet and took out his old .30-06, his deer gun. One quick round in the head ought to do it. Then the old bastard would not bother anybody’s sheep anymore. Though he was a beautiful animal, he had to admit that. He told Kipper to stay in the house—the dog was whining and rushing at the door, but he pulled it shut.

James checked the cartridges, slid one in, pulled the breech, checked the safety. He would get as close as he could, try to put one between the eyes, as he had done for rabid raccoons, wounded deer hit by cars, even a sick stray dog or two. Up here on the farm, this is what you did.

James’s legs throbbed, and he was sweating through his chamois shirt. The morning had started out cool, but the sun was strong now. Kipper, outraged to be left behind, was barking and protesting loudly from the house.

James opened the pasture gate and made his way up the hill, about a thousand yards on a gentle slope. He held the rifle safely, pointed down to the ground, but he had the safety off. He needed to be ready to shoot. He hoped he could shoot straight. It had been a few years since he had used the rifle, and his hands were not so steady.

At the top, behind a stand of pine trees, was the pile of wire and posts where the coyote had gotten himself snagged. James turned the corner and was startled to see that the coyote was closer to him than he expected, maybe five feet. Somehow, he’d thought he was farther back in the woods.

The coyote turned to him, looked calmly in his eyes, then looked down the hill. God, thought James, he was a sight, a regal thing. Especially up close. He had the most powerful eyes.

He knew what the coyote was looking at even before he heard the barking. Kipper was tearing up the hill, head down, ears back. James hadn’t checked the front windows, he’d probably left one open. For that matter, he wouldn’t be surprised if the damned dog had gotten hold of some tools and unscrewed the hinges on the back door.

“Foolish dog,” said James as Kipper hopped up and stood beside him, giving the coyote a cold stare.

Kipper positioned himself between James and the coyote and lay down. The coyote met the dog’s stare, and James marveled again at how cool this creature was, how dignified, as if he were waiting for this, expecting it, not surprised at all to be confronted with an old farmer and his old dog. The dog, too, surprised him. He was calm, almost quiet, not frantic, or barking loudly, or even growling.

The three old dogs looked at one another.

The coyote raised his head, and James could see more blood caked on his neck. How he must have suffered, lying in that tangle. It reminded him of all those awful pictures of Jesus coming down off the cross.

Kipper was as still as James had ever seen him. By his position the dog seemed to say to the coyote, As long as you stay away from him, I have no quarrel with you. But I will not move away from him, and you will have to go through me to get him.

The coyote was lying on his side, his legs tangled in wire and his back and side resting on some bushes and posts. His stomach was moving up and down slowly. He lowered his head to rest on the top of a cracked old fence post, but he never took his eyes off James.

James held up the rifle, and the wind whistled up the hill and blew leaves among the three of them. He hoisted the gun up under his right arm, the butt on his shoulder, and took a step forward. He had the coyote’s forehead right in his sights. He could hardly miss.

But something held him there.

He lowered his rifle and he looked down at the farm that he loved so much, and that his father had loved so much, and his grandfather, and great-grandfather before him. At the handful of grazing sheep still there—soon to leave—and the rotting old barn and fading farmhouse and busted engines and cannibalized old trucks.

Then he raised the rifle again and sighted it on the coyote.

“What is it that happens to life?” he said out loud, to Kipper, “that it slips by so fast, and that we don’t see it go? What happened to my boy and my Helen? It was only yesterday that the three of us picnicked right here up on this hill, brought cheese sandwiches and fresh cider and we ate it right here.”

The wind came up again, and he heard Kipper whine and stir.

And through the gun sights, he swore he saw tears running from the beautiful creature’s big yellow-gray eyes, streaming down the side of his long gray pointed nose. He saw shadows on the ground, and he heard the leaves and grass rolling and rustling in the wind, and he looked back up at the big birds, already waiting to pick the wounded animal apart. They could smell blood a long ways off.

Then James felt hot tears running down his own face too. He raised his arm and wiped his eyes on his old flannel sleeve.

He pulled the trigger, and a cloud of birds lifted up right over his head; the sheep bolted and ran toward the shelter of the pole barn, and Kipper shivered.

James heard the sound of the shot reverberate and bounce off trees all through the valley, and he wondered if somebody would look up and come see. But he knew they wouldn’t. It wasn’t an unusual thing around here, to hear a shot like that.

He lowered the rifle. He was done.

HE WONDERED LATER if he had moved his arm deliberately, or if he just wasn’t used to the gun anymore. He had shot high, tearing a huge chunk of bark off a nearby maple tree.

The coyote never flinched. His eyes were still locked on James. James felt light-headed, almost dizzy. The coyote’s eyes seemed to blaze, then blur. He heard the whispers: Oh, Luke. Oh, Luke.

James heard himself sobbing, short, deep gutteral cries, more animal-like than human. He hadn’t cried when Luke died. He hadn’t cried when Helen died. But he cried now, as if his grief was rising from a new well that had been dug up inside him, great piercing sobs that rolled across the pasture.

James dropped the gun. Kipper stepped ahead of him, and then James, all of the fear and hesitation gone, walked right up to where the coyote lay. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the cutter he always carried for the fences and began clipping the barbed wire away.

The coyote lay quietly panting, watching as, bit by bit, the cutters snipped until he was finally free. He rolled backward and down to the ground.

Kipper growled, and leaned forward. The coyote turned and locked his eyes on to Kipper, and for a second James thought his heart would explode right out of his chest.

He started to look for the gun where he’d dropped it, and then he stopped. James stepped back and called Kipper. Kipper sat down and waited, a few feet alongside of him, refusing the command to get back.

After a moment, the coyote struggled to his feet, shook his head as if to clear it. Then he turned, and looked at James, right in the eye. The strangest thing, he thought. He felt a shiver down his spine.

And the coyote was gone.

JAMES HAD A LONG DREAM about the coyote that night. He saw him looking up at the sky, rolling over, and lying still. He saw his eyes, still blazing in the moonlight. There was something powerful about them, almost radiant.

The next morning, James and Kipper came out for their morning chores. Up near the pasture, they saw the crows and buzzards circling at the top near the gate. James grabbed a shovel, and he and Kipper took a long walk up. It was a warmer day, less windy. The shovel was heavy by the time they got up to the mound of wire and fence posts.

They saw the birds under a pine tree fifty yards away, on the edge of the deep woods. The buzzards took off, complaining as Kipper and James came near. There, curled up under the tree, was the body of the coyote.

James took a swig from the thermos he had filled with ice water, and then he started to dig. He had to rest two or three times, and his blue work shirt became soaked with sweat. His hands blistered until they turned bloody. His boots chafed his feet, rubbing the skin raw. His knees and elbows throbbed in agony. But he kept digging, the mounds of soil growing along the sides of the trench. By noon, he had a hole dug deep enough to keep other predators out.

He crossed himself and said a silent prayer, and then, using the butt end of the shovel, he pushed the coyote into the grave, covered it with dirt and moss, and then carried a dozen rocks and boulders over to put on top of it. The old coyote would have some dignity. Kipper lay alongside him all morning.

“Old dog,” James said, “rest in peace.”

He and Kipper walked down the hill, side by side, and then into the farmhouse, where James gave Kipper some fresh water and made some iced tea for himself.

He glanced over at a photograph of Helen, a portrait sitting on the table. He looked out the window, at the handful of sheep up on the hill. He gazed down at Kipper, who was staring at him intently, perhaps because James didn’t often sit quietly like this.

Kipper was ready and eager for work, whatever it was, whatever was next.

To the dog, James said, “Kipper, I think we can’t be living like this anymore.”

To himself, he wondered what life off the farm might be like. He wondered if there could be another kind of life. Could there be fun? Warmth and comfort? An easier life for him, and for Kipper? A smaller place? Might there be another companion for him, someone to share life with him and Kipper in the time left?

Somebody from the community college over in Argyle had asked him if he might teach a noncredit course in farming and hay management for the kids there. His hay was legendary around the county for its nourishing quality, its long life. They had a small stipend—$1,000—that they could pay him.

He had said no, but now, he wondered if he might not like it. And they were looking for a judge at the county fair, for the cows and the sheep. He would enjoy that too, putting to good use what he knew, working with kids.

And somebody had called and offered to pay him to do some sheepherding demonstrations at the new organic sheep-cheese farm down the road. Kipper would like that, and there were lots of other festivals and fairs that might be interested too. And he knew people would love to watch a three-legged herding dog. James had always said no, he was too busy, he didn’t have time. But now, maybe he did.

He was not into mystical mumbo-jumbo, but he couldn’t get the coyote out of his head, or shake the feeling that the coyote had come for him, not his sheep. He kept seeing his eyes, the way he ended his life. It had shaken him, opened him up.

He looked back over at Helen, a bit guilty maybe, thinking about a companion, but he knew what she would say because she had said it to him a few days before she died: “James, don’t die a grumpy old farmer. Be happy. You’ve suffered enough. Have some dreams. Take care of Kipper.” He felt his eyes well up. He got out his handkerchief to wipe them dry.

He looked back over to the photo. “I’m sorry, Helen. I wish I’d been a better husband, a better father. Sometimes, it feels like the farm just ate me up. Like life ate me up. But I still have some time.” The dog whined, and came over to him. Kipper looked confused, perhaps anxious, caught up in the tone of James’s voice.

“See what happens when you lie around, Kip?” he asked the dog who looked at him curiously, tilting his head.

Then, James leafed through the phone book and made a call.

“Harriett?” he said. “You remember me? James Page. Got the farm down on McLeary Lane? You spoke to my wife, Helen, a few years back about listing our place.”

She was so sorry to hear about Helen. She had meant to stop by. What could she do for him?

“Well, I’m thinking it’s time to sell the farm,” he said.
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