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THE BEAUTY OF ENTROPY

When my parents sold the farm in 1974, the buyer immediately bulldozed the “eyesores” accumulated over my short lifetime: the abandoned holding pens where cows had once queued to be milked, calves had awaited branding and vaccination, and children had invented games; the old shed with its pole and straw roof sagging, where we searched for robin nests each spring; an old wooden granary, dragged off the bottoms when the reservoir filled them seventy years prior. Equipment from an earlier era—too broken down to fix, ill-fitting to the present scheme of farming—he dozed into piles. The bean rake which preceded even us, the dump rake of a time prior to that, the pull-type combine that, though unused, still worked, a discarded hay baler, the two-row spud planter used when potatoes were hand-picked—all met in the same grave, histories forgotten.

Twenty years later the heaps remain, and neither beauty nor utility yet explains his work—he’s neither used the land nor enhanced it. 

His work is mimicked by many like him throughout the valley, all who commit to erasing what came before them. Driven by the search for beauty or by a need for order, fearing the past and so having to destroy it, or perhaps instead fearing the future, seeing the passing toward it mirrored in the structures they destroy, they extinguish another’s work to give their own meaning.   Will leveling one possibility, one outcome, make more probable the fulfillment of one's own wishes?

Our farm was not immaculate. When a gate broke or a panel busted, we threw the broken bits nearby and made a slipshod repair. On a dairy farm every event is an emergency, and every effort to stanch the trouble is a simulated triage—the most serious injuries come first, and the hangnails are saved for some other time. 

The homestead was full of hangnails. Mangled pieces of wire and wood rested for years where we left them—dust collected about them, seeds germinated in the accumulated soil, bindweed or lichen or kochia grew upon their surfaces, a miniature ecosystem grafted upon the wake of entropy. Fences and pens were patched, not replaced, much like the lives we lived. Even our constructions were ramshackle, erected with inadequate tools using materials chosen either for nearness at hand or for being inexpensive. Function, not form, ruled our intentions. If a fence held, it was fixed. Period.

Though untidy and imperfect, these constructions were not unsightly, for in disorder comes beauty, history, decay and process. Weeds climbing corral poles speak of fertile loam beneath, of manure deposited twenty, thirty years prior, of nature provided a sacrifice by those who tried to tame her. Where roofs sag half-fallen, and walls crumble or lean, I see time suspended—a past when times were better or simply different, a future in which decay stands imminent and final. Abandoned machines with wheels robbed and useful parts stripped comfort me as I see them sink beneath the wind’s load of dust and the plying of plant life—trees grown through grilles, ivy through chain, sagebrush between wheels. I appreciate the creep of rust and the rotting of wood, see beauty, not eyesores, entailing relatedness and inspiring the eye to move in a naturally ordered manner. 

But seeing immaculate yards replacing the old homesteads I am reminded of the old ethnic saying:  a frosted dog turd does not make a wedding cake.  I see an effort to hide the past and the disorder accompanying all lives.  Surely, between the jumbled heaps of chaos and the monotonous structure of perfect order there exists a natural and beautiful state, a moderate compromise. 

Our homestead did not assault the buyer’s sense of beauty. Instead, it evoked an uneasiness felt but not named—a fear we all share,  the fear of death.  He saw not ugliness but life, the decay in other lives that would someday befall his. He needed to erase the betraying evidence.

Our old buildings are gone but his fear remains.  The piles of junk, the great lumps of boards and manure and metal, as his creations are obscured to him. Bindweed and kochia inundate them, animals reside there, but he fails to see the deteriorating changes identical to those he tried to halt. We rarely see the decay in ourselves: the wrinkles in our mirrors do not startle us, for their approach, like rust’s, comes subtly.

The new buildings erected nearby—of cement and metal, of plastic and fiberglass and iron—these are, he thinks, immune to the process he abhors.  Shiny, smooth, smartly edged: new, beautiful, his. He admires the sheen, unaware that just as they rose abruptly, similarly they may fall.  They are beautiful--because they will not respond to nature, to decay, to death.  They will last.

So he believes. But the first metal potato cellars, just twenty-five years old, are already losing their roofs to rust. Quonsets built about the same time stand broken and unrepaired.  Nature may not respond quickly to metal—vines cannot grab the slick surfaces, sunlight on metal burns the vegetative and animal touch—but it responds nonetheless. Entropy still rules. And left alone, beauty will rise. The bulldozer’s unrelatedness and abruptness will fall away, will itself become related in a broader scheme, one of a time frame greater than our own.

WATERCOURSE WAY

I walk the quarter mile of ditch, irrigation boots unrolled to keep my pants free of dew. I wriggle through one fence, walk on and straddle the next, go further to part a third. The main ditch becomes three lesser ones here, heads north, south, west. I kneel at the cement weir, take the restraining boards from my tributary and place them in the neighbor’s. His stream slows to a trickle, mine gushes toward my acreage. I follow the rush downstream.

On the flow: milk jugs, plastic sacks, weeds--debris from the recklessness of winter. In the dingy water suckers hide, miles and days from the river. I inspect the ditch for breaks. The neighbor’s calves, seeking drink, have tromped through the bank. By right their owner should repair the damage, but at the end of a ditch, as downstream in history, responsibility is the last man’s burden. I sod the bad spots in, but will have to repair again when the water softens the soil.

At the field I await the water’s rise. I scoop trash from the check, ponder the stream’s lethargy. The ditch fills slowly with dirty foam, water leaks through, around the check.  I stomp sod about the cement where water washes its own path, try to stem the evasion.

Impatience wins. I plunge a metal siphon tube into the ditch. Six inches in diameter, eight feet long, shaped much like a cartoon inchworm in travel, it sinks, fills with water. Air bubbles out. I twist the rubber tubing clamped to one end, seal water in, air out. A vacuum created, I heave the clamped end over the ditchbank, release the twist as it strikes the ground.

The siphon flows, gulps air, drains, and stops—the water level is still too low. I curse like the proverbial Catholic at the end of a Mormon ditch. I wait. Try again. Succeed. I set the other four siphons.

The soil wets like litmus, flour becoming chocolate. Water rushes along the land-parting dikes, where the furrows cut deep and wide. Reaching field’s end it will rise, turn back, irrigate by its manner, not mine.

Water trickles down the inside furrows, slowly soaks the seed rows between. The higher rows, improperly planed, stay dry, a powdery white. An earlier self would dam the water, force it to the high and difficult areas, but remembering failure, I sever the same urge to action.

That self expected the field to color evenly, from one end shading brown toward the other. He shoveled dikes where the water went first, dug ditches where it refused to go. Restrain, coerce, he pushed it this way, that. Unthwarted, the water willed its path elsewhere. Aching back, blistered hands, he accomplished nothing water won’t do of its own.

***

I look across the fence. The sprinkler irrigated fields to the east and north color evenly for most of a mile. No high spot or low, no dry area nor wet, the wheat and potatoes appears uniform and healthy. Envious, I lament my method. 

Virtually free, save the upkeep on ditches, flood irrigation’s cost lies in imperfection. Some plants get too much water, some too little. The gravelly soil in the middle of the field parches, the clay at the end becomes boggy. I try to match species to the soil each prefers, but drought-tolerant plants become waterlogged, the thirsty ones wilt and die.

Unknowable weather adds to knowable risk, ensures additional failures. A wet soil heats, bakes and hardens. Seeds sprout, reach an impenetrable ceiling, curl back and die. Emerged plants wilt under a double dose of sun, the hard, white soil reflecting light back upon the undersides of leaves.

A dry soil refuses germination, a cold one does the same. A wet spell gives rise to a fungus, causing roots to heave from the ground. The list of difficulties—all curable with sprinkler irrigation—seems endless. Across the fence I see none of them, though no doubt there is a different list.

Here, at the end of the ditch, I’ve chosen simplicity and frugality, imperfection and a set of problems my own. I cast out my efforts, expect nothing, sometimes sullenly hope for more.

I set the siphons on the second land, the water on the first standing deep. I meander toward the truck through the ponded water, my boots pulled deep by the mud. Furrow to furrow I step, check the progress of crops. Lepidium, poppies, statice, all sprouting, but the weeds seem to be growing best. 

The standing water drains swiftly through the gravelly soil—high spots become visible first as dark islands. In the middle of the field the ground is already firmed—the soil a near perfect cement: sand, clay, and gravel.

In a low spot I see a sucker, slapping its tail back and forth. Stranded in a muddy furrow, it wriggles upstream too late. The end to a long journey from the river—down the Danskin, through the lateral, into my ditch and up through the siphon. Wanting backwaters it found them, for a moment will wallow, then die. A hard last lesson on the nature of desire—a slow learner, it still chooses life.

I walk toward it, witnessing every mistake as high spot or low. Someday I’ll plane the land, someday I’ll enrich the soil, make its texture and fertility uniform—I make these deathbed promises more from habit than belief.

I reach the stranded fish. Seeing me, it multiplies its effort. I lift my shovel high, slam it hard against its spine.

***

Before dawn I’m in the field, to change siphons before I head out the ten miles to Pingree to trap. My headlights catch the end of the rows—no water has reached the dike’s end. 

I curse, my dayplan ruined.

I drive to the check, shut the pickup off, grab my shovel, expecting the worst. Three siphons dry, only two carrying water to the field. Sometime in the night the water level dropped. Air entered the siphons, destroyed the vacuum. I re-set the idle tubes, the water having risen somewhat. 

A broken ditch, a thieving neighbor, a sudden draw further up in the main—I head upstream to determine which causes my lack of water.

The breaks along the ditch are just trickles. I cut sods, stomp them in, walk on to the weir. I measure the water’s depth with my shovel handle—the boards are where they’re supposed to be. I shrug, return to the truck. Some riddles have no answer. 

The summer progresses. Every thirteen days the water is mine. The stream slows with each irrigation, quackgrass, thistle, goldenrod strangling the flow. An intention like every intention, slowed when it mingles with others.

In some places the ground dries quickly, the days becoming longer and hotter; in others, with a canopy of vegetation, the soil retains moisture. I irrigate it all imperfectly—drown the sated, let the thirsty remain so.

The water trickles through the field, soaking through the gravel, trying to make its way to the end. I wait and wait, but the porous rock is insatiable—the flow barely matches its thirst. I leave the siphons to sit through the night, hours longer than at the first of the season. By morning the water just reaches field’s end. I change lands, though some plants, cheated, will die.

I change the weir back to the neighbor. The water in the ditch evaporates. A hundred suckers die, putrefy in the shallow water. Skunks and herons feed, young boys pitchfork those fish still alive. I throw the dead on the bank, the sun hurries decay. Scaled corpses squirm in the heat, maggots seething within. A stench carries over the field. 

The summer worn on, my weariness increases. I flounder in backwaters of my own making, discover that the outcomes of one’s own choices are no preferable to the end of another’s. I took the hard route in life, thinking it easy. I wallow now, in that choice’s grasp, find it as suitable as a muddy furrow is for fish. My desire runs away, toward mainstream farming and a community to which I might belong. A swifter, easier flow. Less narrow, less shallow, less open to the outside world.

My thoughts meander upstream, seek cause for the altered flow of my life. Along the way I see eroded banks. At the weir a tampered-with stream. Higher up, on the main lateral, a sudden draw—a zeitgeist breaking traditions.  A war, a trend, a wave of idealism--I chose a proffered way not available in other times.  I believed in the countercultural revolution of the sixties, still believe, though I now know it was not revolution but fashion, now know no one else really believed.

I still believe.

But I gulp for breath, stranded in the resultant deadwater shallows. I am out of my element, in a medium of ideas more refined than my animal needs. I fix the bank, change the weir, await skeptically a change in the spirit of this age. I am here, will remain here, perish if I must, struggling in what water remains. No different, perhaps, than a wayward sucker.

***

A last watering in late September, to saturate the perennials, give moisture to the soil so clods can freeze and thaw, break up through the long healing winter. No hurry now, no worry of too much or too little, no demand by the neighbors for their share. I leave the siphons to soak the farm, match the set-changes to my waning enthusiasm.

November. I walk the ditch, gather the siphons, reminisce. On the floor of the ditch, ice over hollows—white, thin, brittle. Weeds and grass break with my steps, their gold the sole color remaining.

Gravity. Seasons. Natural process and cycles for an unnatural mind. I am vulnerable here, to unpredictable forces, like every living creature.

I drag the siphons to the pickup. Weed seeds fling off their stalks. My ears and hands are cold from the wind. Little endings to long efforts—denouement, denouement, denouement: l am tired of looking for causes, tired too of suffering their effects. Grateful that the year’s work has ended, I cling to the coming peace.

The winter, I know, will repair me; its constant freezing and thawing will soften the hard, knotted clods inside. Already I think of next year’s toil: what new crops to plant, what practices to use. I take my deathbed promises seriously now, think of ways to implement them.

The tractor is put away in the shed. Little work remains to be done. The days, the ground frozen; the ditch, the flow stilled. At the end of a history, the end of a season, I squirm less in my shallow furrow. I am learning to breathe a different medium, out here in the cold dry land.  

A HABIT OF DISTRUST

November. I watch the weather channel, wait for the front which determines winter’s onset. At night the field freezes, in afternoon it thaws, but the ground lies bare, snowless--, by my definition, still autumn.

The planting window narrows. Larkspur, a flower saleable either fresh or dried, needs to be seeded in late fall but before winter weather halts work. If I plant too soon, a warm spell could induce germination too quickly, a wet period might rot the seed; if I wait too long, the ground may freeze or a deep snow could fall—both would preclude drilling.

I cannot wait for spring. The seed must be in place the very moment winter breaks. Larkspur needs forty-five days of cold to sprout—the cycle of frost and thaw softening its hard seedcoat. When soil dries sufficiently for spring planting, the required cold span is partially gone—spring is brief, summer comes quickly in the high desert climes.

The farm equipment is in the sheds. Growers fill the café. Soon they will be tired of free time, but for now they’re smiling, grateful the year is done. 

We bandy weather forecasts. Three local channels, the Farmer’s Almanac—four predictions, all conflicting. I listen, watch the morning news on the television in the corner. Satellite photos show clouds, coming in off the coast. If the bank hits San Francisco, it will likely strike us; further north it will only pass us by.

I ponder my choices. I have planted this early and succeeded, planted this early and failed. I sip my third coffee—the caffeine makes me nervous, makes me eager to be done with planting. I subtract its effect as I make my decision. Plant, wait, plant, wait—I force myself to postpone.

The harsh climate is larkspur’s mistress, the winter their long courtship. Time enough, that, to expose weakness in character, through the wearing effects of the desert’s aberrant moods. After a myriad winters passed eroding one another’s faults, the two have found their habit, entwining harshness with durability.

Stubborn and skeptical, larkspur suits its partner, as survivors of difficult times often do. My father an offspring of the Depression, my mother of Nazi Germany, I, like they, distrust good fortune. I know how quickly luck changes, having heard the stories of their lives.

My father’s fall from poverty to desperation, my mother’s trials as Germany lost the war—the bed of assumptions on which I was reared colors the world before me. I expect enemies, thus require them as much as friends; I foresee hardship, need it more that comfort to complete my conditioned outlook. Offered ease I refuse it, given comfort I decline—denied either I connive to seize them. The yin inside the yang, the yang inside the yin, I expect opponents—thus find them.

I kick the frost-crusted earth. The field was leveled a century ago, the soil scraped from the hump in the middle and deposited in the lower areas. An old river bed now lays exposed, its round stones as big as fists. The layers once above it, mostly alkaline clay, rest as powder at the end of the field.

On higher ground, at the ditch, clods litter the soil, havens for next year’s weeds. I grab one, crumble it, fidget in indecision. Regardless of when I plant, I’ll not know until spring if my decision was right—and it will not matter then. Choice is a sickness of the mind, a Zen patriarch wrote—right now I’m inclined to agree.

I step across the furrows. Three high, two low. Too cheap to buy a matching set of cultivator shovels, I have staggered the ones I have. The outside and middle shovels dig deeper, the two between more shallow—I call it an experiment, to see which works better, but the two-by-four wired behind levels some of the differences. Imperfect but inexpensive—I am a harsh gardener: if a method requires money or effort, I deem it unsuitable as a way.

Habit, ingrained to narrow our vision, nonetheless eases our way. We need habit to shrink our choices, make manageable our range. Our senses are trained to exclude perceptions, to make order of abundance—what we see and do is a result of that conditioning.

Even the laws of nature may be little more than habit. Physicist Rupert Sheldrake claims such “laws” may exist only because the universe learned them first, taking this path over others. He calls these paths chreodes—picture them as grooves down which a marble might be rolled—which fork at every moment. You, I, the universe chance these chreodes, acquiring habits and laws as our ways deepen.

My rows zigzag through the field, through loam then gravel then clay. If I could get the first row straight, the others would follow—my return wheel sits in the last furrow made. But the draft arms on the old Ford 8N swing with every change in terrain. On a perfect level, in a uniform soil, if I could drive straight—then, my rows would be straight, too. Instead, as the tractor rocks right, so does the corrugator’s; as the shovels meet a harder soil, they shift accordingly. My first rows crooked, my next pass worse—every squiggle becomes more pronounced. Luckily my lands are narrow, giving opportunity for new beginnings.

Every first path a chreode, each subsequent one a reinforcement of habit—like my earliest choices, having become my most pronounced flaws, as well my most visible virtues. Sheldrake avers that even the universe can be retrained, that it can learn a new trick if its old habit can be broken. Embedded in skepticism I’m doubtful—I’ve yet to straighten a crooked row, no matter how I try.

I glance up at the television in the corner. The forecaster predicts snow tomorrow. I zip my coat, down my coffee. Time to complete summer’s last task, present larkspur to hardship, hardship to larkspur. 

I buy everyone’s coffee, head to the field.

I fill the seeder an ounce at a time, plant a quarter inch deep. Up one row, down the next, I try to drive straight but fail: clods and gravel re-direct my path, soft soil takes it off-center. In two hours I plant an acre—less time than spent thinking about it. 

The seed will shift through the winter, some drifting into the furrow. Next spring, when I cultivate, I’ll uproot these strays along with unwanted weeds.

***

Snow falls, covering the field. If the ground stays frozen the seed will remain viable. If it thaws, the seed might rot. Decision no longer mine, I cast prophecy and worry aside. 

The odds are even—one of two years there is something to harvest. I could hope for better, expect worse, but either act misses reality: looking for threat we miss the amenable, expecting good we court disaster. A wary habit has no room for comfort, a naïve one no ability to endure. Each has a choice with its price, between them a possible bargain.

THE BEE MAN

In the summer of my ninth year, a flatbed truck stacked with blue slabs of wood stops at our farm. The driver leaves one of the small boards for my father to hang from the milk barn’s rafters. The man is trapping leafcutter bees from the wild, my father informs me, which he will collect this fall to use as pollinators for his alfalfa seed fields.

I inspect the blue board, barely bigger than a notebook and little more than an inch thick. Small holes are drilled in its edges. The wild bees will lay their eggs in them, preferring them to nature’s irregular sites.

All summer I watch the board. The bees, barely big as houseflies, move into, then vacate, one empty hole after another, like suburbanites finding their homes. They bring bright yellow crumbles of pollen on their abdomens, carry fresh bits of leaf from the adjacent Snake River’s trees—leaves cut precisely, swiftly with scissorlike jaws. As many as thirty trips for each cell, as quickly as a few seconds for each foray, they work their—and my--day away.

The holes slowly fill, plugged with cells and pollen and capped with green or yellow leaves—or sometimes purple or pink ones, if thieved from my mother’s flower beds. The bees rime each hole’s edge, salivating mortar to seal the cap. After morning chores I rush to the board, watch the bees wiggle their dark bodies upon its warming surface, washing minute faces, stretching in the sun. After evening work I witness them backing into their homes for the night’s rest. I have little else to do, with school out and my nearest friends six miles away, but count the holes as they fill, inspect the small but increasing swarm.

***

The bee man dies the following winter without retrieving the board, but my fascination is kindled. My father suggests starting my own colony since I have a broodstock in the blue board, and presents me with an electric hand drill and a four by four post on which to begin.

I place the post across two decrepit sawhorses and astride it begin my summer’s routine. The drill on, off, the bit in, out, sawdust rising from the wood. Sometimes the drill bit pokes out the side of the board—too close to the edge—and sometimes I feel it cross into an already made hole—I’ve held the bit crookedly. Sometimes the holes are too close, sometimes too far apart, sometimes too high or too low.

After these initial failings at drilling straight, I rule in lines for direction. Thirteen holes, each three inches deep, to a row. I set the drill on the pencilled crosshairs, lean into it with my ten year old weight, absorb its singing vibration as it sinks into the wood. At the end of the stroke I pull the drill back and blow away the shavings. Again, again, the holes march across the board, each with a different smell—the harder wood smoking, sweet, refusing to yield, a pine tar rising from others. Gum and rot, knot and grain—only the leafcutters know the wood’s character better than I do.

The empty rows add up, the drill heats to a temperature my hands cannot stand. I stop to let the drill cool, gain feeling in my numbed fingers, and as I wait count the completed holes, imagining the bees soon filling them. I check and re-check the drill’s temperature, eager to continue. I am making something, experiencing a project of my own.

Fifty rows. Sixty. When I have a twenty inch section completed, I saw off the post and knock out the sawdust. I multiply the rows by the columns, write the number of holes in black ink on the new board’s side, and put it on the shelf near the blue board. Immediately I begin another.

My enthusiasm burns out three drills that summer. My sleep fills with an endless and nauseating dream, the restless and repetitive images of drilling holes, but each morning I rise to create more. I drill until the drill burns my hands, then rest, watch the bees hatch nearby until I can safely drill more.

I keep a record of my boards—784 holes, June 24th; 812 holes, June 30th—and calculate how much they are worth. My father tells me Boise farmers pay two and a half cents a hole for the bees, and by the end of the summer I am rich, a baron of empty holes, not having realized that farmers pay for bees, not holes.

The next summer is much the same. Bees and holes multiply and my imagined bankroll swells. My hands blister and callous. The barn wall hums, sometimes scaring the cows during the evening milking. The holes fill too rapidly to count.

My imagined wealth fails to materialize. Monotony sets in, and late in the summer I give up my work—I will continue next year, I decide, for the first time fondling the joy of procrastination. I still go into the barn to watch the bees, but disappointment destroys much of my wonder.

In the fall my father—sensing my loss of enthusiasm—orchestrates my first sale to an equally charitable neighbor. Soon after he discovers a firm that machines bee boards, sixteen holes at a time—I can buy two thousand holes, roughly two days work, for three dollars. With the cash earned from my sale I buy newly drilled boards. My career is borne.

***

I know little of success, but listening to farmers reflect at the local café I realize they perhaps know as little as I. I look from stool to stool, match lives to statements, find little, if any, congruence. Despite claims of being self-made, each was given a great portion of his wealth in property, opportunity, or knowledge. The family farm passed down to them, their fathers taught them trades, or a friend of relative gave them a start—no person creates himself.

All I do and have is the gift of another. My teachers, my family, the land, its life, gave the spark if not the fuel for all I am. I could easily attribute my success to my own initiative and consider others’ mere luck, but the truth lies somewhere between, for our lives combine what we’re given and what we bring—we can change only the latter, despite what the local farmers say.

Nearly thirty years after the bee man's chance arrival I survey the bee-house, where I store next year’s thousand empty boards. The planed pine still smells fresh, the drill press’s sixteen bits having drawn out the inner fragrance. Sawdust spills about the exposed edges. Two million holes—with my electric drill it would have taken me seven years. I chuckle, remember my foolish, ignorant labor. I would never have undertaken my task knowing another could do it so much faster and more easily. I would not be raising bees.

 Thirty-nine now, I skim my memory for information imparted by others. I grow flowers—a love given by my aunt and father: I trap gophers—a meager skill taught me at eight. I raise bees, due to a chance encounter with a soon-deceased alfalfa seed grower. I am no self-made man—my minor success draws from the knowledge and ignorance of others and a fortunate meeting with chance. My failures are similarly spurred. I know what I know, know too when I don’t know, but this I perhaps know best: all I can do is sit astride my post, and work—hope that my labor bears fruit.

LEAFCUTTER

Sometime near mid-July, after two weeks of eighty-five degree weather, the leafcutter bees begin hatching. On a still, quiet day I stand in front of the bee shelter and hear the chewing of tens of thousands of emerging bees, each striving for independence from a winterlong cell. Inside the seven thirty-seconds inch diameter holes, they pare away their exits, chewing through leaves from last summer’s lilacs, past pollen balls and excreta of parasites, past the fungus encrusted corpses of siblings. Outside, on the board’s surface, a crisp layer of leaf falls away, pushed away by the drive to meet the world. 

Another layer falls away, then another and another. More, until a tiny hole appear, inside it the leafcutter’s black head, minute eyes staring. It rests, summoning from ancestral memory the tasks it will undertake.

The days pass, the crackling intensifies. More bees emerge. The males first, green eyes glowing. They loiter about the shelter like adolescent boys, searching under eaves, along walls, impatient for the females to arrive. They do no work, only wait for the time of mating—this life’s only responsibility. Thirty-five days they will live, from the flaking away of the first independent minutes to September’s death from frost or natural causes, they have just five weeks to carry out their genetic plans.

The females emerge last, the earliest laid the latest to hatch, in the thick of late July heat. An orchestral hum of two hundred thousand leafcutter bees fills the domicile. They swarm about me, hovering, males seeking females, females searching for their homes among hundreds of thousands. In one hole—mistake: another bee, angry, comes out. To another and another, until successful or surrendered, it settles.

A random cloud blots the sum momentarily. The orchestra’s tone changes—quieter, a lower pitch, a hum not a whine. A light wind drives the cloud away, bringing a renewed crescendo.

A bee drops its leaf, heads back to the field for another. Like failures litter the ground: millions of leaf pieces, pollen bits, the miniscule debris of the hatch. Ants search the rubble, scavenging—they will take the occasional bee, landed in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Sapyga wasps wait like lawyers at the door while the leafcutters lay their eggs, then extract their due by laying their eggs in the bees’, a life for a life. Late in the season yellowjackets steal the eggs. Earwigs and chalcids and other pests join the feast.

If the weather is right and the conditions favorable the boards fill rapidly. Once a few holes are completed, the rest soon follow. Millions of trips for a single domicile, millions of bees needed to pollinate a field of alfalfa, hundreds of thousands of acres of alfalfa seed—and this but one story of many.

And then, September’s hard frost.

At noon what bees yet live stagger to the front of the boards, warm themselves, too sluggish to fly. They will work today, tomorrow, cut leaves and place them over empty holes—to divert parasites, or just to repeat routine, one final remembering before death. A few will lay eggs, but all will soon perish.

I take the boards down, assess their faces to read their content. The full ones I will sell, the others keep for broodstock. If I leave them outside the woodpeckers will tear into their soft wood, rip cellulose and eggs together from the boards, leaving them unmarketable.

I haul them to an old basement where they will be kept near thirty-five degrees, a temperature too low for parasites to work. I strike each board against a cement block, knocking red flour beetles, carpet beetles, away from their prey. Flecks of excreta and pollen fall out.

I stack the boards thirteen to a rack, an inch of breathing room between them. The basement fills, saleable boards on one side, broodstock on the other. A few live bees crawl weakly towards the window’s light, then die, spent, on the floor. As I step across the cement their bodies crunch. Other bugs will make the trek, too, perish in the spaces between stacks. Before the bee buyers come I will sweep them up.

I wait a few weeks, letting the boards cool, then start the tedious process of assessing quality. I screw a springlike device the size of a pen into a hole, withdraw it carefully so I don’t spill its contents. In a perfect hole each spiral will hold a live leafcutter bee cell—as many as eight to a nest. But few holes are perfect, so I pinch each cell between thumb and forefinger to determine what lies inside. Some are hard—just pollen balls; some, only leaves; others, empty cases; still others dead cells, black and shriveled, taken by the fungus called chalkbrood. I count only the live cells, those with a soft, bean shape and a taut skin, which when broken emits the white pupa inside. 

I check three holes from each board, write the total count on the side, average the total of all the boards when I am through. A thousand holes, three thousand bee cells, and sore fingers and thumb from twisting the device time and again. 

It takes me several days. After each stint I rise from the basement with sticky hands, a varnish of pollen, leaf and pupa on my skin. The sweet smell of pollen fills the cold basement, scenting the dank hours. I hope for live cells and a good market.

I wait, hoping the bee buyers call—meaning a short supply and a good price.  They have already assessed the Canadian supply, their Nebraskan traplines, the colonies of collectors from Utah and Washington. They know, too, the alfalfa seed growers needs--and more importantly their ability to pay. Thanksgiving, then Christmas, passes. I check the demand, weasel information from seed growers across the state. Who does one believe, and what, and just how greedy—or needy—am I? The questions rumble as my nerves give way.

I call the buyers, submit to the market. Sometimes it’s too late and no one wants them; sometimes I’m lucky and sell them even in late May, to a farmer with a last-minute mind change. The bee boards exchange hands. I’m left with a check, a reason to continue one more year.

Once a week I check the basement, ostensibly to avert disaster, more to smell the pollen. I loiter in the cold, breathing deeply, and wait for the coming year, when the bees’ short dance once again begins, mine orchestrated around theirs.   Their surplus, my survival—I give thanks.

THE ABSTRACT LAND
In an essay depicting life on the Mississippi, Mark Twain wrote of the years he spent learning to pilot a riverboat, years during which he became more proficient in navigating the river but in doing so ceased to experience its beauty. Rather than feeling aesthetic reverie at the river’s every bend, bar and bank, he instead sensed danger or safety, measured ease of difficulty in traversing the river’s idiosyncrasies. He lamented his personal loss, concluding that functionalism comes inevitably at beauty’s expense.

When I began raising leafcutter bees, agriculture in Southeast Idaho retained a relative harmony with nature. With chemical and fertilizer use minimal, and sprinkler irrigation and its rigid geometry just entering the marketplace, the countryside displayed a diversity absent now, having a plentiful number of dairies and small beef operations. Fields spanned according to the land, carved by the restrictions of the water irrigating it and the gravity confining the water’s abilities. Trees planted by pioneers towered along lanes and ditches, stood in property corners with cattle shading beneath them. Animals, birds and insects clustered at every field’s borders. An occasional sliver of land sat idle, sagebrush and junegrass reminding passersby of the true desert face below. Though no Mississippi River, the area possessed its own enchantment.

The land was rife with leafcutter bees. They nested in every yard, in old wooden chicken coops and granaries. Fencelines and ditches provided weeds that grew to bloom, giving nectar to the bees before ripening to seed. Rockpiles, swales and nooks furnished pollen sources, trees and shrubs gave the bees nesting materials.

As I learned to profit from collecting the bees, I experienced Twain’s deprivation. Every building and acreage traded beauty for a single function: was it conducive to the presence of leafcutters? Passing each homestead I went through my checklist: were the buildings shingled? —The bees like to lay their eggs between wooden shakes; did they have eaves, which provided shade for the beeboard traps I placed beneath them; were nesting material, weeds and plants available for pollen? As my observer status gave way to selfish, pragmatic interests, I lost the beauty I once perceived.

Farmers looked at the sites with a similarly selfish intent, but where I saw habitat they envisaged wasted acreage. The weeds necessary to my bees they appraised as noxious intruders that scattered seeds into clean fields, diminishing yields and subsequent profits. Their wives perceived old buildings as eyesores, unused areas as ugly challenges to their stewardship. I saw partner, but they saw competition and the enemy.

They won the competition. Leafcutter habitat decreased as every clue to a prior time was destroyed—beyond function and aesthetics, their activity became obsession and territoriality: a dog pissing on a fire hydrant, marking its range.

The area’s homes are fewer now, their yards far more orderly than before—precision reigns. In the fields there are potatoes, there are grains. More potatoes, more grain. Few fences, no ditches, rarely a tree, and fewer and fewer rockpiles. The view consists everywhere of field and road, road and field, one abutting the other with no cushion between them. It is as if Twain’s Mississippi were paved, its banks straightened for the navigator’s ease.

***

“I’ll say one thing,” says Lee Ray, his aged, asthma-ridden body propped against the café counter. “It’s sure prettier since we got sprinklers.” His head bobs and his eyes wander as he solicits assenting replies.

I stare blankly, drink my coffee, ponder the beauty he suggests. Abstract art leaps immediately to mind—reliance on geometric forms and color, nonrepresentational blocks of paint. This is the land now, endless miles of quadrants and rectangles and circles, painted with minimal skills from a shrunken palette, the limited greens and yellows of potatoes and grain.

The style suits the times. Rococo and mosaic gone, the romantic era passed, straight lines now replace every curve. The terrain-defined fields of the past, those farms expressing uniqueness in the flow of the land beneath them, are now just quaint museum pieces reflecting an earlier artistic period.

I am amused. Saddened. Seething, too, with spite. I’m sure Lee Ray despises abstract art—I want him to despise equally the new lay of the land. But my impulse toward argument can’t re-summon the past, nor can it reconjure lost habitat. Ours is just an old argument stemming back to the Greeks, between the awesome and terrible beauty of nature—what Plotinus called the sublime—and the structured, controlled beauty of man. Adhering to man’s standard of beauty, Lee Ray sees beauty in man’s effort, unaware—unlike Twain—of his loss, and consequently without Twain’s regret.

***

Seeing leafcutter habitat disappearing, I attempted to create an ecosystem to replace it. I secured five rocky acres from an elderly, liberal minded couple, then scrambled to work the small field. I planted alfalfa, sweet clover, and buckwheat for the bees, two acres of corn for pheasants. I rimmed the field with slow-growing lilacs for a distant future’s habitat. I moved mint from my garden to the field, seeded sunflowers and wildflowers randomly.

Some of what I planted flourished in the hot Idaho summer, but so did a host of other flora. Kochia and thistle and ragweed exploded. Russian olives and quackgrass returned. Yarrow, loosestrife, chicory, knapweed—the number of species amazed me. Every space of the field filled with life, became a tangle of competing images--the leafcutters thrived.

But the acreage wasn’t manicured as the landlords had expected. Neither did it appear as the portrait of nature’s beneficence that I desired. A chemical salesman asked a friend of mine if I had taken to drugs, thus inspiring the foolhardy project. At the café, Lee Ray pointed out I had sure made a mess of his neighbor’s once attractive pasture. By the prevailing perspective, I had. 

But the bees multiplied. Pheasants flocked to the cornfield, wintered in the weeds. Deer, drawn by forage and cover, spent days behind the landlord’s house. Complex, not simple, many things, not one, the field lacked Lee Ray’s, my landlord’s, and my own abstract beauty.

Most of us want the world green--but expect it in packaged form. Whether it looks like the photographs in wildlife magazines, or has the feel of Rousseau’s words, we feel nature should conform to our mythic image of what it should be. One faction wants grizzlies and wolves, another wild horses; one wants trails allowing horses, another trails which prohibit them, but all want man’s, not nature’s beauty.

But natural systems can’t be niggled with—nature’s beauty is of a different order than the farmer’s, the environmentalist’s and the aesthete’s. The analytical mind can neither approach nature’s form and content, nor correspond to its reality—Twain knew that, even as he negotiated his beauty-stripped river.

Each year area habitat disappears, and every year my bees’ reproduction rate diminishes as the potatoes-and-grain monoculture encroaches. I lament losing my economic niche, and like Twain, the loss of beauty, but my loss is another’s gain: for many the landscape will be prettier, and, pleased by the postcard geometry, they can bask in man’s accomplishments.

But they near their own extinction. Businessmen more powerful, with a new impression of beauty, already begin to erase what came before them, whatever bears a history different than theirs. They too will navigate the river that is their past, will destroy their loves and beauties just as Twain—and I--did. It can only be hoped that afterward they experience the same chilling wake of regret, and somehow stall the speed of pragmatic progress.

MANGOES

I listen at the café, marking the deities to which farmers bow. Free enterprise, supply and demand, progress—each idea shares their worship, each forms a bit of their sky. Someone relates the stereotypical prerequisites of success, and I recall a Buddhist parable offering a different perspective.

Two mango trees grow in the king’s garden, one crooked and spindly, the other beautiful and perfectly formed. On a fine summer day the king opens the garden to visitors and they clamor to the beautiful tree, plucking its fruit and robbing its branches for cuttings to plant in their own gardens—they ignore the wild and gnarled mango. At day’s end the beautiful tree stands stripped of leaves and fruit, while the ugly mango remains untouched— ignored but still healthy. 

I sip my coffee as Lee Ray salutes high school dropouts who became successful--J.R. Simplot, Idaho’s only billionaire; Luther Burbank, discover of the Russet-Burbank, Idaho’s famous potato variety. I read the moral of the tale two ways. The beautiful mango’s fate illuminates the typically ignored downside of success, but also suggests that as visitors we should restrain ourselves lest we ruin the very beauty we seek. To worshippers of progress, neither reading makes sense—I hear them reply with shards of Smith and Machiavelli: selfishness, not self-restraint, is natural and good; that which is unused is wasted, without worth unless consumed.

It sometimes seems true that nature acts like the garden visitors. If she abhors a vacuum, she equally despises success, rushing obsessively to each to remove them. Water finds its low spot, the leafcutter bee seeks a cavity; the entrepreneur spots a need or desire, a demand draws its supplier; and success, it seems, breeds success, drawing like a vortex hordes of parasites and mimics.

***

To many, Southeast Idaho was but a vacuum until man swarmed in upon it, an empty, useless desert which rugged pioneers made green and prosperous. Grazers flocked to the vast unused space and, with the aid of free water and land, achieved what must have seemed great success.

But unchallenged successes carry short lives. Visitors soon swarmed behind the grazers: farmers replaced the sheepmen and cattlemen, then were nosed aside by potato monoculturists following the centralizing effects of World War II. Community power shifted further as the years passed, ending in the hands of bureaucrats and bankers and those servicing fewer but larger farms.

Yes, success—I sun myself in Lee Ray’s pride as his attention falls on those he’s outlasted. Down the counter sits the next visitor, who will engulf him once he stumbles.

***

When the European leafcutter bee arrived in Idaho a half-century ago it multiplied rapidly, having little competition and few parasites to restrain it. But within a few decades it lost its unchallenged niche, becoming a resource for numerous predators, the most devastating of which can decimate a bee population in a few generations—the sapyga wasp.

The tiny wasp waits outside the leafcutter’s nest tunnel as the bee lays its egg inside. When the bee exits to gather leaves, pollen and nectar, the sapyga enters the hole and deposits its egg in the host’s. The leafcutter returns to swaddle its and the sapyga’s offspring, and the wasp larvae then feed off the bees’ through the winter, destroying them in the process—a second success bred upon an earlier one. Sometimes the sapygas grow so thick that they compete against themselves, laying too many eggs for the leafcutter egg to support, ensuring that their offspring will die as well.

Everywhere there are parasites—they by far outnumber their hosts--, phylum after phylum of worm and wasp and shyster. Some, the commensals, do not harm their hosts. Others, called parasitoids, kill their host much as do predators. We are all parasites to a degree: the earth upon the sun, the infant upon the mother—all of us draw sustenance from another, but not all destroy the system on which they depend. The world is filled with selfish visitors, but not all are compelled to strip the mango.

In the café, on lonely gravel roads, at the farmer’s shop, a parasite lurks. The farmer senses its effect, feels it as a gnawing, ominous dread. Like a soldier in the battlefield, with too little to do then too much, his skittish nerves interpret every motion as danger.

Like early malaria victims, he knows his malaise but not its source. The ancients thought “the swamp” or breathing “bad night air” caused their disease, and the farmer makes a similar connection, identifying the cause of his affliction as the government, or “tree-hugging environmentalists.” Sometimes his list seems endless: regulations, foreign protectionists, communists, a New World Order, etc… I catalogue these devils, just as I marked the deities. 

A parasite causes malaria, but it reaches us through a vector, the mosquito, which by penetrating a victim’s skin gives the parasite a conduit through which to enter the bloodstream. The farmer’s illness arrives similarly.

In the rural café, vectors alight--fertilizer and chemical salesmen, potato buyers and equipment dealers perch on stools aside the farmer, laughing at his jokes, buying his coffee, preparing to unwittingly disperse progress, the parasite they carry, to a new host. New, they whisper. Modern. Essential. Bigger, better, more. Efficiency. Smaller margins, tougher competition. 

The organisms they carry vary . The potato buyer casts gloom and doubt so the company he works for can buy potatoes more cheaply—economics, he says, it’s all supply and demand. The chemical salesman touts higher yields so more fertilizer can be sold, ignoring the fact that a greater supply of product means lower prices. The equipment dealers push efficiency, newer and bigger products requiring greater capital and larger operations. As vectors each derives sustenance from the farmer hosts: a bigger paycheck, a percentage dependent on successful stings. But a greater damage comes from the disease they carry, which permanently inflicts the farmer’s psyche.

They buy coffee, lunches, a fishing trip to the Salmon River in the fall. They give free hats, jackets, pens and calendars, obscure the disease in their words that slips into the farmer’s being: the hounding paranoia of constant competition, of staying ahead against all odds, not meeting the standard of the day, being behind the times and bound for extinction.

It sickens, weakens, wrenches the farmer’s gut and shortens his life. It is the flipside of progress: dissatisfaction and unhappiness, the unwritten caveat saying if I must work for the better, then I must not have enough, must not be good enough, must always try harder and never rest.

A parasite that destroys its host ultimately destroys itself. The sapyga wasp’s gestation time is shorter than the leafcutter’s; its population can therefore outrace its host’s, destroy the system on which it depends.

The bee population diminishes. Farmers get fewer, farms larger. In a healthy system, parasite lives off parasite lives off host, but when a host is destroyed by its derivatives’ success, so is the system—a vacuum of sort is created.

And nature rushes in.

And the mango trees? As visitors in the garden, at every moment we choose which tree survives. With restraint, knowing enough, we can maintain both beautiful and ugly. Without it, we might be left with neither.

I drink my coffee, contemplating silence.

THE NEUROTIC INSTINCT

All beings need a period of dormancy. Inaction provides a counterpoint to activity, and the two intertwined bring rhythm to existence.

During the harsh Idaho winter, leafcutter bees sit cocooned in larval stage. But their dormancy deceives, for processes lie prepared and information awaits retrieval. Cells register temperature and humidity, wait for the moment to propel life’s final stage. Outside the leathery cocoon other processes remain in motion: decay caused by chalkbrood fungus, the workings of flour beetles, carpet beetles, fruit moths and other pests, all ruled by their own periods of dormancy and activity.

The pocket gopher, too, rests. If the ground is frozen, he sleeps beneath the frost line, his claws and incisors useless in the hardened soil. If snow blankets the earth, protecting it from severe cold, he works lethargically through the winter, cleaning old tunnels and creating new ones.

The farmer, depending on natural cycles, also falls slack. For him the winter is long, a settling-in, an easing-away, a distancing from harvest’s frenzy. Stress loosens into lethargy, a time to rejuvenate for the chaos of coming spring.

By the holidays he forgets the prior year, thinks rarely of the one to come. He is a nomad dreaming of oases, knowing all the while that only desert exists. Anger discarded, futility and frustration disbanded, he ceases struggling against the earth.

But once the first false spring flirts with his senses, hidden processes activate. If he has produce to sell he attends to market signals. He thinks of equipment needing repaired, the budget needing honed. Entropy reveals itself in worry and obsession, eats away the ease of winter. He knows he soon will return to work, and itches to get into the fields. He is ready but the time is not.

I drive out past Rockford, to Pingree, down frozen gravel backroads and past miles of barren fields. I measure the colors of the exposed earth, match them to the moistness they indicate. But new mounds of soil color much like last fall’s, both being saturated with water, and I must somehow distinguish between them. Knowing myself, the decision comes easy: I am eager to pit my wits against the gopher’s instincts, to erase the physical slackness of winter, but the time is not ready for me.

The gopher knows when to begin. It measures the temperature and feel of the soil, the humidity of the air outside. Instinct gives possibility, nature provides necessity—the gopher works the narrow range between them.

The leafcutter, too, knows the signals relevant to its life—it will be months before hatch, though aberrations could force it from larval stage. So it sleeps without worry, attending to the single possibility available: life, in some distant future.

Instinct tells the insect, the plant, the animal what to measure and when to act, but I must attend to what they need not: a neurosis, the Protestant anxiety insisting I must work.

That neurosis emerges early in winter, on a morning of too much coffee and conversation. My dry frets spoken aloud, rubbed brittly against another’s, spark, generate anxiety’s beginnings. 

Each free moment becomes an empty one, a vessel requiring filling. I batter my thoughts for ideas of work, but like a cocoon the winter envelops me. It knows—I do not.

I could easily describe to another when to begin the trapping season—feel the earth, read the temperature, command him appropriately—but as trapping time nears, my neurosis occludes my vision. I know it’s not yet the moment, yet chastise myself as lazy. I see another at work, feel I must be too, though his life entails a different rhythm and dormancy than mine. I spend more time at the coffee shop, I spend less—anything to destroy the noisome anti-rhythm I have acquired, but thereby increasing its cacophony.

All creatures respond to their environment, learn to adapt as it changes, but mine includes an externalized anxiety—I must adapt to my obsession, look to it as a precursor to rising: it is my internal alarm clock, the genetic spur to awake.

From experience I know I am ever early—to church, to school, to the cinema, I have always been chronically so—so I assess my anxiety’s strength to determine how distant is my time. My neurosis grows, work nears—an innate meter, it tells me to lift from dormancy, as instincts remind bees and gophers to emerge. Perhaps all neuroses are only this—instinct made semiconscious, awaiting a proper interpretation.

So I nourish the neurosis, accept what it tells me—that one time is over, and another begins; that to rush either only hurries decay. I must play the rhythm given me, make harmonic the anxious dissonance. 

A DEFT UNCONCERN

I skirt the rockpile, scan for fresh mounds. Gophers lurk here, in the undisturbed places—they will advance into crops after tillage. I step across uneven furrow ends, where a tractor’s perfect intention met stone’s hard reality; over early wheat shoots standing parallel; over broken stubble and trash discarded by a lifting plow.

Down one side, to the swale, then around the corner and north. Eyes pegged to the ground, I only at the last second see the sandhill crane. I lurch to a stop, startled by its sudden appearance, my lonely habit disrupted. 

Twenty feet distant on the slope above me, it stands nearly tall as I do. I consider approaching it, then think otherwise: this is enough. 

I watch the crane’s movement, its elegant slides through invisible medium. The long, thin appendages a ballerina’s tendons, a patience under siege. A lift, a bend, another bend, a step, the body perched unconcerned by the unlikelihood of its existence or the inevitability of its decay.

I am still, I walk forward. I contemplate emulating a crane’s mating dance, then defer, not sure I wish to deal with a sexually aroused crane.

I believe I could capture it. I have seen the crane’s slow lift into the sky—what it possesses in grace it forgoes in speed. But I already have it, as it has me.

I should linger as long as I’m able. Few get this chance. But impatience gnaws at me. Work. Duty. It’s been said the mark of genius lies in the ability to maintain one thought. Greed’s stamp must be its insistence to dally with no other.

As I back away, the crane remains aloof. Its movements continue, grace unabated, yarrow sticks swathed in sky. I reattach to my work, traipse through the parallel lines of grain, a wayward, disharmonic note cutting across the musical scale, to the next rockpile, eager to be done, free like the crane in my own dance, but lacking its deft unconcern.

TASKS

Turning six, I received the gift of a workday in my aunt’s garden.

We breakfasted at sunrise on link sausages and eggs, waiting for the dew to subside. Light streamed through the kitchen window, warmed our plates and intentions. Outside were our tools—shovel, wheelbarrow, clippers and gloves: a pair for her, another for me. 

When the August heat had forced away the dew, she guided me through the garden. Past daises and chrysanthemums, by sedum, petunias, hollyhocks, peonies—she named the flowers as we walked by and I promptly forgot them, attending instead to beauty.

My child’s eye met the garden head-on, found the blossoms as equal, their fragrance entering my nostrils directly. I touched them without stooping. My mind, free of haste, received wonder.

She pointed out differences in texture, showed me the changes of shape and color. Careful not to label some good, some bad, she allowed me to sample the various sensations: brittle, soft, succulent, prickly.

She handed me a set of small clippers and directed me to my task, deadheading the flowers. Once she believed me capable of discerning dead from alive, she—like all good teachers—left me alone.

I clipped the dry heads, tossed them into a bucket to be emptied on the compost heap. Some crumbled, scattering seed on me and through the garden.

This one alive, this one spent, another withering toward death. One in bud, one just opened, one fully bloomed in perfect blossom—the stages of life presented themselves to me, appearing in random fashion.

Light lay profuse across pollen and stem, upon leaf, drawing layers of color: white, yellow, purple, pink. I saw a petal’s edge shriveling, a young bloom’s first spit of pollen, and in the landscape of every blossom, a series of veins in shadow—a ridge, a swale, a hollow. Multiply the details by a thousand, a million, a billion—call it infinity in my child’s eye, an  endless task on a timeless sprawl, never to be finished.

I left a clump of daisies trimmed, only its live, white flowers remaining. I sheared a patch of chrysanthemums, eager as the Reaper. I wielded my scissors intently, until my aunt called my in from the heat. It was time for lunch.

I never finished my task. Perhaps my aunt was shocked by my drunkenness, perhaps she merely thought it too hot. The rest of my birthday blurs away, but that unfinished task still looms clear and pleasant, ever just barely ahead.

***

Thirty years later on my half-acre of flowers, I’ve been too busy trapping to weed properly—steady, a bit at a time. So now the task sits closer, as threat—if I dally any longer the crop will be lost.

A half of an acre. In an instant I cut by half the amount I will do—I am eager to sacrifice this quarter acre to failure, so weak is my will today. I blame the senders of garden catalogues and curse the winter intentions which always exceed my ability to complete them. 

Even the quarter acre I find daunting—boredom filled, backbreaking, dirty and miserable and hot. I’m inclined to just leave the field—out of sight, out of mind—but remember my tie to duty. The impulse to quit rises again, then falls to noble ethics. The two inclinations war, my blood pressure rising, until I strangle both in a fit—nothing is getting done.

I begin weeding like a madman. I rip away the most threatening plants. Upright, then on my knees, this row, the next, I yank at the largest, the closest, the most immediate, gaining the most advantage I can in the least time possible, before will gives out and paralyzing thoughts intrude. Orach, nigella, molucella, centaurea, emerge from the waste; bishop’s flower, larkspur, xeranthemum appear. The furrows between them cover with the wilting vegetation I’ve torn from the earth.

I can only manage an hour. Hands stained, muscles already sore, I look back. A few like days and I could have the field clean. Undaunting through a calm perspective, but I am stymied by the thought—once weeded, new weeds will emerge, I’ll have to repeat the process. So I flee, abandoning the field to the higher principle of unshackled nature and the lower one of human sloth.

What differs between the six year old’s endless task and the adult’s? Where does promise become an overwhelming threat?  

***

Days later I recover, but weeds overtake the farm, making any new resolution immaterial. Only sunflowers and zinnias—rapid growers—rise above unwanted competitors, while the larkspur flowers early enough to beat them. I harvest them, plow the field before this year’s weeds seed out to haunt me for another decade. Elsewhere, a wild grass billows into the furrows and hinders harvest, but I glean what I can—nigella pods, lepidium, lemon bee balm.

When the frost comes and this year’s threat is behind me, I relax. Three years now I’ve lost similar battles, dreams falling to reality, hope to dismay, but each year I better understand the process of caring for a field by better understanding myself. From the first year—a patch of flowers a hundred feet by sixty—when I wielded only a hoe, to this, a half acre yielded to weeds in late June, I progress toward the perfect image I hold.

I know to not plant early, to not hope wanted seeds germinate before their competitors’ and accordingly crowd them out. Instead I wait for the ground to warm to the species’ appropriate temperatures. I let early weeds sprout, then till them under, ridding myself of the most vigorous. I do not plant the tenderest—if most beautiful—species, knowing I’ll not give them their needed care—I am a harsh, careless parent, hoping to someday be otherwise.

My aunt knew when to quit. She rescued me from the sun before I grew weary, before enthusiasm and I parted. Perhaps due to her lesson I walk easily from tasks, but flee less quickly from dreams. Nonetheless, I progress—each year I meld more closely the dream to the task, through the distance between them yet lies immense. She was nearly sixty, and I mark that age, hope that as I near it I acquire a similar wisdom, have a garden as attuned to my resources as hers. 

BETWEEN MYTHS

The August heat swells. The sky rolls up the alkaline desert, blackening the southwest horizon. Wind intensifies, introducing the rearing clouds.

I look up as every farmer does, assess the sky’s color and content. I see icy white clouds surrounded by a contrasting bruise, and calculate hail. Thus threatened, I seek to act, but helpless, I can only express my character—anxiety or pessimism, equanimity or irony, in accordance with my relationship to the sky.

The dark, heavy clouds may bring disaster, or might pass and leave behind a spectacular sunset, but in either instance I can only yield to the whim which drives their driver—be that God, nature, or chance, or all of them bound up as one.

***

Frost sheets the autumn ground. I stride across the hayfield, marring the silver-thin veneer. In the adjacent stubbleground geese and ducks forage, their black heads bobbing above the severed golden wheat.

The birds suddenly rise, break the morning calm. One flock, then another, blackens and slashes the blue. I am threat, change, hunter, and with my approach they flee by the thousands. Some circle back, confused. Others head further upriver. High overhead, already distant, yet another band flies southward. Each flock's course is defined by a past—its fears, its will, its uncertainty or weariness. The birds assess the rent in the sky by what has come before—be it danger, be it quietude—and move to their consequent temperament.

The squawks and honks nearly deafen, an anonymous clatter that would madden if it were not temporary. I try to ignore them—my sky will settle, as will theirs. Perhaps then we can share the soft morning.

Call it myth, call it sky, but an intangible dome covers us, sealing our world from those outside and keeping us bound to our own. Above, around, outside, the thin membrane wraps and protects, and at the same time smothers and oppresses.

We may or may not determine that sky, but by our resistance or embrace we define its effects. We can huddle in fear or turn to face the thunderhead’s terrible beauty, but with backs turned we see only earth, feel only danger.

***

The old Chevy sits in the bone pile, its side windows cracked open for years now. Inside, a bumblebee flails against the windshield, seeing sky but sensing only barrier. It wants out, knows only will as a method. A short flight to a side window and the bee could escape as it entered, but it has forgotten its path, sees only the present discomfort and a future in the open sky. Most likely it shall perish, its will exhausted—on the dashboard lay hundreds like it, all identically stubborn.

Perhaps the farmer’s sky gives him his cloistered pessimism. Trapped beneath swollen summer fronds, he senses danger in every darkening of the sky: hail or hard rain to knock his crops to the ground, strong winds to shatter the grains, frost to throttle all growth.

For him every change bodes ill. In nature, in society: a change in regulations, a market surge or drop, and fear kicks in automatically. A war there, a murder elsewhere, and the entire world is on the brink of chaos. A dry spell in the Midwest, a new plant disease spotted, and woe fills his future.

At the café the grousing is constant—as if chant and dance warded off weather, scared the trickster Gods. An old joke asks the difference between a puppy and a farmer—the puppy grows up and quits whining. For the farmer squawks at every intrusion: I am afraid, I am insecure—one can hear his childlike anxiety, can imagine his close, threatening sky. The sandpaper edge of his speech gives way beneath compassion, but the listener still wonders, faced with an old dilemma: speak to him with eyes toward his sky, or turn away and huddle safely in silence.

***

Soil is the pocket gopher’s sky. Dark and wet or dry and white, the sky holds the manna that feeds it. Scrape the clouds and an alfalfa root comes forth—prayer should be so immediate.

The gopher knows there is a beyond. It pushes waste aboveground, browses on surface plants, sees a green absent in its normally darkened world. It leaves the comfort of den to endanger itself, opens the sky to visit beyond it.

That rent in the gopher’s sky brings it to my trap. The light and wind of that place beyond draws its attention and a moment later the trap takes its life. When the Gods spill through the sky unexpected, we come to the tear unprepared.

***

Less the weather than the market, less the temperature than the government, the topics at the café have changed through the decades. Crop insurance, pesticides and a host of other business and mechanical techniques have taken much of the threat from the farmers’ firmament. Their sky seems softened, but in truth remains fully intact. The threats of locusts, hail, frosts and winds may be tempered, but new terrors fill the sky.

Fertilizer, herbicides, fungicides, bankers, government agents, insurance salesmen—the costs and creditors billow up, fearsome as thunderheads. New fears obliterate the sun, bring old anxieties to the present, transformed. The sky has changed, but the dance and chant beneath it remain the same.

The clear sky I encountered during years of academic study now fills with ominous clouds. Between the heavens of timeless intellect and my self a finite lifetime hovers: family and work and necessity. Every day a new movement crosses the once clear blue, it seems, threatening my work previously done. The well-formed ideas of the millennia dissipate, worn away by the everyday.

The rural community once comprising my sky has changed, too. I remember a different world, where farmers spoke of crops and how to grow them, when they related the weather and their memories, when their presence before me enhanced my vision and joy. I recall the thin lazy wisps, the puffy white billows—they crept high above, clean and playful. This same sky now rages at the horizon, its sharp black edges filled with malice. It hangs full of threat, and, though it’s mine, I cannot imagine it away.

I see my body against a window, flailing against transparency. I feel my way around the seams of this world, fumble through my memories for the path by which I came, but return to this smooth, clear surface. If I fly I am met by ignorance, if I sit I shall never escape. I can huddle, face the sky, fly toward but not reach it, and the choicelessness spends my energies.

***

I stand in the bee domicile, wait for sapygas to land, then squash them with my thumb. The wings of two hundred thousand bees obliterate the rural silence—the hotter it becomes, the higher the pitch of their hum. Today’s sky, mostly unmarred, lets the sun’s heat through, spurs the leafcutters to frenzy.

A small cloud, left over from yesterday’s storm, passes overhead, blots the sun. The bees’ hum drops two octaves. I squash more wasps—they are slow-reflexed, without a stinger to hurt me. The cloud moves and the sky clears. The high pitch of frantic song returns.

Every sky brings a different song and dance. Our myths collide, mesh, fill us with wonder and fear. Laugh, the sky rumbles; cry, it weeps; rail against it, watch it rail back; endure, enjoy, we choose if we can, but never can we pierce it.

FARMER’S MARKET

I reach the parking lot early Saturday morning, before the shade-giving spaces are taken. Pocatello’s streets and stores are empty, only the breakfasting have risen. I park, gather my thoughts, stretch my shoulders against the unfurling day. The lot and the world are mine; the sun warms, having chased the night.

I swing the tailgate down, prop up the shell door, remove the folding table from behind the seat. I put up signs and arrange my wares—packages of hand-gleaned seeds, fresh flowers and drieds. The fresh I display in water-filled buckets, the drieds go alongside in baskets.

I have an hour to market’s opening, so dawdle. It is a slow dance for me, my music the day’s emerging rhythm. When the manager comes, I help him set up. Sam and his wife, in their eighties, arrive, arrange the vegetables from their two acre garden beside me—outwardly as cantankerous as any fairy tale stepsister, she frames his archetypal goodwill. Honey producers come, then a fruit grower from two hundred and fifty miles across the state and the melon man from Mountain Home, an hour closer—the market stalls slowly fill.

I check the dashboard clock. Eight-thirty. A half-hour to opening. I leave for coffee from the restaurant nearby, where I get a supply of coins.

Back on the tailgate I sip and watch, drink in expectation. This is the joy of the day, the foreplay before the event. My hope appears with the first customers.

They stroll from table to table, inspect the offerings: apples and peaches, beets and potatoes, strawberries, carrots, and cabbage. Behind battered pickups the vendors’ tables fill, heap with shapes and colors.

Senior citizens congregate, visit with growers. They fill sacks with produce to hold until the opening bell. They are utilitarians, Protestant early risers, looking for a good buy; Depression survivors, making sure they’re not left without. Couples trundle by in overalls and print dresses, ignoring my flowers. I feel evil, like a pleasure to be shunned.

Former farmers stop, cajole me about growing “weeds”. Others inquire about seeds and plants. They examine flowers they’ve never seen: lemon bee balm, its pink whorls stacked as if drawn by Dr. Seuss; nigella’s horned pods; a dark rose Japanese thistle; centaurea macrocephala, scaled like a golden ornament. Minds stirred, they give me their risen memories: a grandmother’s garden, a place back east, a time when they had time. We share lore, interest, take our minds from ourselves, bartering our joys and our loves.

A customer tries to extend the market hours—what’s a couple minutes, she asks, claiming she must get to work. I explain the legalities to which the market has agreed, refused purchase she shrugs and smiles. But another leaves in a huff, seeking to punish my rule-abiding rigidity with her own.

The market manager announces opening over a megaphone. A rush of buying buoys my spirits, but business soon slows. The risen adrenaline makes me fret--has my work gone for naught? I nod to those I recognize, fiddle with the flowers, feign nonchalance and diligence.

Around ten o’clock the leisured arrive. Professors, lawyers’ wives, widows desiring to dress up their day. Cosmos, sunflowers, are gone in a rush, more unusual flowers sell more slowly.

A toucher passes, fondles the statice until it breaks. She leaves having no intention to buy. A woman inquires if I will break some bundles to make a bouquet, then dickers with me over price. I decline, my patience limited—I will work for little, but not for nothing: the customer is not always right. People stop, tell me what I’ve done wrong; others, what I’ve done right. I consider the sources, weigh the advice, thank them regardless of its value.

An older man buys flowers for his wife’s grave. Three summers now, he remains thoughtful. Each week a widow buys seeds or a bundle of flowers—she gives updates on her garden, compliments my work. A photographer heaps bunches in frenzy, throttled by coffee or mania. A watercolorist stops, ponders a painting, arranges flowers in her mind. A restaurant manager sweeps away all the gaillardia, its yellow and burgundy matching her décor.

Designers mix and match the drieds—one ugly, one beautiful, a texture and a color, these are their aesthetic rules. A bold one with a creative eye grabs four-foot spikes of verbascum, its soft, gray, twisted furze perfect for a swag. She sets them down, circles the baskets, choosing the finishing textures: burgundy heads of Hopi dye amaranth, striped nigella pods, purplish poppy heads, lepidium bleached in the sun.

A mother, three little ones clinging like leeches, grabs statice, then larkspur, then sets both down. She picks them up again, stares, unable to decide how to spend three dollars. I see anguish, an almost yes, a definite no, this color, that, a pondering. I help another customer and another while she wrestles her children and herself. In the end she gives up, takes nothing. I give her my most compassionate smile—her life is doubtless paralyzed with a plethora of like moments.

The day rolls on toward noon. The asphalt heats up, some of the fresh flowers wilt. Vendors sell out, pack their tables away, pay dues, come chat, then leave. My face is half-sunburned—the side facing south. I sweat, run across the lot for free root beer. Tired of standing, I take a moment to sit, count my cash to measure the day.

Not a good day, not a bad, I’ll not be rich nor poor. I console myself with a belief of the Amish: one’s labor is counted as profit. The hours of planting and weeding and irrigating, of cutting and preparing and selling, and especially, the brief communion with those appreciating beauty and a simple exchange in the day—this is the fruit of my effort.

I pack—slowly, for often my best sales are the last. There is something in playing hard-to-get—something Christian: an opportunity for salvation almost missed, but taken just before the close of history.

The drieds go back in the boxes. I push then to the front of the truck. I empty the water from the fresh flower buckets across the hot pavement, stack the buckets inside one another. The table and the seeds go in the cab, where I tally the day’s sales before paying my dues. I give a late customer a deal on the remaining fresh, finish putting the drieds away.

I drive home exhausted by heat, people and emotion. But, though grateful market is over, I catch myself thinking of next week’s market, eager to set up again. 

THE VIRGIN AND THE DYNAMO

Two pictures—the present, and the relatively recent past.  

First, the present.  Dusk.  On a cement slab at a field’s edge stands a chest high cylinder of steel filled with miles of wound copper wire. Too large to encircle with one’s arms, it is gray and hard, domed and smooth, with the proportions of a giant phallus.  Aside it a farmhand pushes a button, then waits for the time-delay to dole out its measure.  A minute of silence follows, full of hope and impatience, with prayer that all goes well.  Then, the always surprising jolt as 440 volts surge into the motor, shake the wet cement altar and begin drawing water to distribute upon the land.

In the lengthening shadows, the worker stands beside the fetish, a worshipper with his idol.  His supplication and sacrifice wind toward fruition: water. The pivot, the wheel line, the hand line, carry modern technology’s gift—the effort of the pump and electrical lines, of the dams and plants and factories, all contributing to a finishing act of worship, the humility before sheer power.

Up and down the valley, on every section of farmland from the Snake River to the Arco desert, one sees a similar scene.  On hundreds of thousands of acres men stand appointed to their posts, minuscule in girth by the pumps they serve—like pagans manipulating their Gods, who in turn manipulate them.

Now the past, just two generations ago.  Canals the arteries, ditches the veins, dikes the capillaries snaking through the valley.  Men wait in every sector for their turn at water to come; plants wait, too, for the rhythmic sating of thirst.

The men bear two tools—a shovel of iron and wood, and a pair of hands to wield it.  With them they dig holes, raise dikes, and scrape furrows to nudge the water’s flow.  The water streams from a culvert, through a siphon tube, searches out the lowest ground.  The dry earth browns as it drinks, the parched grains lift with thanks.  The farmer leans on his shovel, watching, a guide assuring a just sharing of water.

If the land lies level his job is easy, simply an opening of a gate, water flowing evenly through the field.  But few fields lie flat.  A mistake with the plow or an anomaly in the soil forms a low spot, a high one, a hill or a slough.  To here the farmer trudges, forms a detour with wet soil.

He knows his land, knows if an area will take all night or two hours to irrigate.  He wakes abruptly if the latter, moves his dams by moonlight through a night of broken sleep.

Skunks, gophers, kangaroo mice; lupine, larkspur, desert parsley; he knows the beings endemic to the land, walking its every inch at all hours.  The ibis sit at the end of the field, where the water ponds late in June.  Curlews nest each year out back, swoop at him as he nears.  The odd snake still startles him as he walks through the still heat, as does the pheasant flying from underfoot.

Wherever the land lies lower than the main canal, farmers tend their fields.  Solemn and studied, they lean on their shovels, lay them across shoulders as they walk downstream.  Their faces redden as they wait in the sun, their demeanors quiet, humbled by the water they serve—the water which they hope serves them.

Old Santo DeGiulio, an Italian farmer who flood irrigated for fifty years, claimed a man with a shovel could irrigate 640 acres by himself.  Using sprinkler irrigation, the same acreage requires thirty-two wheel lines and three hundred horsepower of pump.  The wheel lines cost over seven thousand dollars each, the electricity at least forty dollars an acre every irrigating season.  And the maintenance bill staggers the imagination: welders and electricians and a warehouse full of parts needed to keep the system running.

A good shovel costs about twenty-six dollars.  A handy farmer can maintain it for years.  Progress, it seems, has its cost.

The shift of technology from flood to sprinkler irrigation, from gravity’s force to electricity’s, is as stark as the differences between two universal principles.  

A canal system, feminine, carries water between dirt labia into a parched and barren desert.  The hills alongside, covered with junegrass down and sagebrush, are hips heaving, a restless, titillated earth.  Push, release, the countryside rolls, stretched ecstatic beneath the yeoman strokes.

The water drifts from the Snake River and down the Aberdeen-Springfield Canal, built at the turn of the century.  The stream shrinks, splits into laterals, shrinks again as it flows to lesser ditches, finally reaches the farmer’s furrows and shovel, an iron pelvis that moves the fertile soil which grows a nation’s sustenance.

Sprinkler irrigation, masculine, is a phallic motor risen hard and erect in every field, six feet, eight feet tall, stiff and polished steel.  Its long slender shaft plunges thirty, a hundred, three hundred feet into the earth, past cinders and sand and rock into the aquifer below, where its bowls will cup the ancient water and send it surging to the soil above.

To the surface, through a quarter mile of steel mainline, through another quarter mile of aluminum, up yet another two feet of pipe and through a quarter inch sprinkler head—the water travels, roils, finally spurts its forty foot arc like a young boy relieving himself in the morning.  Electricity and cable, poles and transformers, metal and soot, the new technology dissipates, a web across the desert, engulfing the feminine in a steely net.

Lao-Tse to Freud, the lessons re-reveal themselves: the strengths of the feminine, its weaknesses; the attributes and backside of the masculine, too.  Enamored with our creations we forget their basic truths, repeat the mistakes made before us.  What gravity offers freely we insist upon taking from elsewhere.  Rather than accept what’s in Mother’s hand we wrest it from Dad’s, forgetting he will insist its return.

Woman requires our patience, that we stem our anxiety and insistence.  Her offerings come slowly.  Days pass between the opening of the canal’s upper gates to the moment water reaches the system’s end in American Falls.  It is a long foreplay between desire and satedness, between wanting water today and receiving it later in the week.  The farmer must plant an idea in the ditch rider’s mind days before his need. And when the water comes, his fields must be prepared to absorb it, he to tend it.

Flood irrigating is a dance with oneself and the world, a series of intricate moves.  The irrigator has to know soil and weather, his crops’ needs and his neighbors’ ways upstream.  He must know his inner anxieties, his abilities and tendencies.  Honesty is required: can I do this and will I?  Am I being too anxious or too lax?   His world sits ready for appraisal—dishonest or imprecise judgment costs dearly.

Farmers once grew up learning this dance, the tense, tricky tightrope walk with neighbor, God and mind, but now they need no such maneuvers, for the new technology brings them water in minutes.

A push of a button and the pump jerks atop its cement base, the bowls below work into motion. In seconds its outlet moistens, the fluid inside rushing toward its eventual end.  In minutes the system “sets up”, becomes a field of hundreds of rainbow arcs, silver threads of water spilling to seed.  All instant, all power, all efficient and complete, sprinkler irrigation requires no patience, no dance, no sharing of intent.  If irrigation by gravity is making love, by sprinkler it is onanism.

According to Taoism, the world requires both masculine and feminine forces, has both, in similar measures.  But one may recede as the other ascends, one may be hidden, the other apparent.  Having short lifetimes and narrow perspectives, we perceive imbalance, seeing only the most viable principle.

Today we see Man’s way, but Woman no doubt waits.  We drain her bowels, her vast aquifer, and still she waits.  But when it empties, desert must resurface.   Her parched skin will blow into sandy folds.  In every pore a sagebrush may grow and in each crevice moisture will gather, bringing old life into new.  Perceiving Man gone, the Earth will wake, and parched, lift her breast to the gentle.  The nurturer will coax her alive, bit by bit lift her to glory.  She waits, knowing her time will come.

For hardness erodes, gravity softening every proud insistence.  Mainline rusts, aluminum grows thin and brittle, the bowls in the earth become pitted and useless.  A thousand breaks and deteriorations of fuses and rainbirds and drivelines and valves,bring a stuttering arrhythmia to every modern farmer’s life that no human or system can maintain.  No erection lasts forever.

PAVLOV’S COYOTE

Arriving at dawn, I temper my dread—apprehension deters no facts. If predators have struck they’ll now be gone, having appeased their hunger or spared me mine.

The first traps are untouched. I remove the catch, chop off tails to prove my coup to those who pay my bounty. I bury the corpses, for my competition learns quickly: if the coyote finds food he’ll expect more. He will search out my traps and steal their contents, the marking flags—to him—meaning meat.

The packs howl—at Smith’s upriver, in Hopkin’s below. The sun peeks over the hills. There comes a single bark, closer, at the field’s far side—I chill: our territories abut.

The coyote moves southerly. In the dim light I spot nothing, continue my work. The barking nears. I see movement. A coyote, alert, eyeing me from a rockpile.

It yips, quiets. I yip back. Another bark. One returned. Two. I give as many. Three, four, shorts and longs. I copy the performance. A minute, perhaps two, we converse. Then I run toward it, claim my domain. It lopes toward the river, willing to give me reign.

Before evening I must decide to empty or re-set the traps. Guessing the coyote’s nature, I will read how he interprets my presence—if intruder I’ll set, if resource, I won’t.

I return in the afternoon, free of dread—predators work mostly at night. Taking stock of the past I decide to re-set, hope that the coyote stays away.

Every predator has its habit, and the coyotes have been discreet. They take part, sometimes none, of my catch, disturbing traps but leaving the gophers—repentant, perhaps, or dismayed by no fight from their prey, maybe set on an honest dinner. They skim rather than hoard, and in habit turn quickly from failure. I leave traps unset to dissuade them, and often they abandon the trapline—proof that one can learn too quickly, give up too early after sensing failure. I can then resume my overnight sets, free of the coyote’s threat.

In the morning a trap is taken. I can tell by the soil a badger’s been here—only his claws could make such a mark. Moving on I find more traps overturned. I look across the field, expecting many more scattered, a hundred yards distant see movement. A badger rooting, digging out a trap. I yell, shake my shovel. He looks up, waddles to the next trap. I run toward him. He stops, stares me down. I stand and ponder my choices. 

If I smack him on the head with the shovel I can stun him, if I miss I’ll be facing sharp claws. I’ve seen dogs fight badgers, barely escape with their lives—I just shout, until annoyed, he leaves.

Over several sets and days I move the trapline from the areas where he’s dug. He clings to routine and territory, if I avert them he will leave me alone.

Some days later, on the next field: fox. Not held by habit, routine or territory, he gives me no tricks to avoid him. Protestant, capitalist, unwavering from task, he cannot get enough. If I set fifty traps, he robs them all; left unset, he still checks each—he will miss no opportunity.

He defecates and pisses in the traps, the smell lingering for days. Without ethic, he breaks his species’ nocturnal habits, checks my traps in the day--I spy him following me just an hour behind, at the first of my set as I finish it. I alter my routine, he alters his to match it—I’m glad when the field is done.

On the next two fields there are dogs—some ignoble, some curious, in both cases emulating their respective masters. One watches from afar, awaiting my departure. Once I’m gone, he snoops through my diggings. He paws the traps, just barely set, wonders what interested me. If he finds a gopher he’ll become coyote or fox—depending on his master’s nature. If not, he may just play with the traps, his intentions aimed at amusement, not food.

This time he is playful, but malicious or benign he interferes with my work. Not fearing humans he doesn’t confine his movements to night, so I must either stand guard or have the owner tie him up. But few owners will admit a dog’s wrong—those that can’t refuse my request, the others’ animals don’t misbehave.

I speak with the owner. He apologizes and promises to keep his pet home. The next day the traps are again disturbed, and I abandon the field to the dog.

Through the summer other predators rob the catch, but their impact is usually minimal. Ferrets, housecats and skunks annoy me but don’t impair my habits; we exist side by side, in relative harmony.

Few days pass without threat from predator. I continue to wrestle coyotes and badgers, challenge their intelligence with mine. But to the foxes and dogs I surrender—I mind forfeiting, not sharing, my spoils. Every predator has its habit, just as I have mine, but not all of us intermingle well.

SYMMETRY

I wake early, rise alone under a night sky. Sometimes I welcome the isolation, but more often it comes with anxiety. I am liquid, pouring from unconscious sleep onto the landscape of an opening day. Too insignificant to fill the vast vessel, I dissipate, thin to nothingness.

I need a more meager container—a dam, a beaker, a set of walls—to retain this thing called my self. I need other, a definition of form. I find it at the local café.

Every rural café is a watering hole with lesser players and greater, where predators and prey share drink and meet the other—as threat, as sustenance, as equal. Insect, bird, coyote: each holds its place, plies its habit, inflicts its visage on the mirror before it.

At dawn, the wary and vulnerable. Loners, exiled from the pack. A farmhand with a rare free moment. A worker at the mill across the highway. A trucker forced to rise early by a recent divorce—and a more recent bout with alcohol. Other strays, scavengers craving refuge of different sorts: silence for one, companionship for another. A bitterness different than that of home.

***

The coyote's territory is its range, its base the pack—community and self embroiled in the same heart. My small acreage and my traplines comprise my range, the café is the pack where I settle. Each day I meet with the others, each day visit territory alone. The days, the companions, the movements differ, but the relationship between stays the same: I need solitude and company, need both self and other, their union defining my character.

There are no things isolated from the things they are not, just changes which we call boundaries. No black without white to outline it, no dark without light to contrast it, and no self without that which is not-self. So I need a surface to rub against, to find where I end and others begin. At this boundary, where I meet not-I, relationship occurs.

I seek not agreement but difference, not symmetry but complement. I slink into the café expecting friction and otherness, a nature opposing my own. Either I join those here against the outside, or find the outside here.

Starting the morning in lethargy, I nod acknowledgements, trade joking remarks with others. I shed the statements passing around the counter, knowing them to be tests of loyalty. Eventually I may be pressed to choose sides, but for the moment they accept my neutrality.

At seven the main herd comes; the shy and wary slip away. The stools fill with men of like manner, in dress, occupation, beliefs. Farmers clustering, against government and hidden conspiracies; less apparently against one other. A jest, a nudge, a sly remark from shared history—the pack jostles until the order is agreed upon. Task complete they will trickle away, set to territories which they call their days.

Suddenly, I feel it coming.

Lee Ray sends a barb and unconsciously I retort.

His voice raises, mine follows.

He spouts dogma, as do I.

Each of us right, the other wrong: we are symmetric and alike, not the opposites we think. But the presence of others gives our argument ceiling, the pack keeps our anger in check.  Intuitively calling truce, our relationship stills--we begin to lick our abrasions.

Disturbed, I leave first, feeling stupid, full of hatred and demeaned. I have found my borders but now need my self, to center, re-discover my nature.

I set my traps, agitated the entire time, then return to the café as if drawn by some social gravity.

Salesmen and fieldmen have filled the vacated niches. They buy coffees, assuage egos, groom their hosts, measure prey. I drink more coffee, and the café sparsens.

The peripheral arrive. Widows, housewives, the unemployed. Retired farmers, gathering information, fondling the scraps of near past—reminiscent of their own past, so much more distant.

I sit in the wings, in stillness no threat. I have proven, through the years, my harmlessness--despite this morning’s small skirmish. I pace coffees, sip frugally, wait for gophers to die, still stewing over the meaningless argument. I listen to a story, a joke, both re-told, though the audience has shifted its faces. 

Having found difference, I now seek sameness, find a smoothness in fluid agreement. I nod and smile in the spaces provided, lose the barbed edges I encountered earlier. When the café clears I leave again for my set, having rested two hours from work.

Afternoon, the last set checked. Jack and Parley sit with their coffee—every day they’re the closing customers. I come in thirsty, down an ice tea, another, sip at yet a third. At the beginning of the day and its end, distinctions blur into beauty: a sunset, a sunrise, neither day nor night, beyond naming, controlling, defining. Jack is twice my age, Parley’s empire is a hundred times mine, but we interact without rancor. Alike but different, fused like sugar and water, I will come away solid, but edgeless.

The waitress turns the CLOSED sign out and counts the till. We finish our drinks. My day has worn away, first erupting, then eroding, by the way I have met the world.

We hate in others what we refuse in ourselves: my opponent a know-it-all—like me. The next time bile rises, I vow to look inward, not out, listen instead of shout. I imagine my consequent silence, his voice raising, mine quiet, a relationship become complementary.

Already opposites in opinion, we will likewise be so in character—imagining this, my daylong anger dissipates. I am no longer demeaned, just hopeless and futile. Fluid has little friction and cannot be grasped, I lose hold of the thing called my self.

But tomorrow’s landscape is as big as today’s, full of basins and pockets and hills. Water freezes to ice, thaws and freezes again—no doubt I’ll mimic the process, in symmetry. 

LIFE, AFTER DEATH

At a distance I see the gopher trap triggered, its wire noose thrust through a once-camouflaging earth. I stoop, yank the noose. Inside the trap is a large female, its teats swollen from suckling young. Its wet fur clings in tight gray swirls, licked clean by a mate or offspring.

The hole is filled solid behind her. In the run a family mourns, attempts to protect itself. I sever the mother’s tail as proof for the canal company secretary, then throw the body aside. I free earth from the sealed hole, re-set the trap, hoping to lure out the others.

A hundred times a day I repeat the kill, five thousand times a season bring like evil.

I cannot afford empathy.

***

It is a humid, cloudy day, rare to the desert climate. Fooled, the gophers work all day, the weather speaking like the dusk they prefer. I set the trapline, check it. Re-set, re-check, the gophers so active I hear traps setting off at my back. I return, find some caught alive—some barely breathing, bodies limp and soft; others angry, heaving with fight. I club them, end suffering, end struggle.

It would be easier to leave the field and let them die of their own, pretend not to be death’s cause—easier for me but not them. I stay—if they must die, I should make their death easier.

A huge male. Stiff and cold, his massive rear juts from the trap. I yank the noose. Something moves—skittish, I drop the trap. Inside is another gopher, still alive, its teeth caught in the wire jaw. Its torso became stuck in the triggering mechanism as it tried to free its dead mate.

Together they barely fit in the box, though there is ample space for fidelity. I remove the dead male, kill the female, most importantly refuse remorse.

***

Confronted by God for his disobedience, Adam blamed Eve, who in turn blamed the lowly snake. Each transgressed, defying God, but sinned more greatly by disowning transgression. All of us since have paid for their Fall, and most of us still imitate their blaming.

Let me begin a partial atonement: my murderous transgression against gophers may stem from the farmer’s need, or even from those who depend upon him, but I choose to fill his request. I, not another, kill.

Zeus ordered a reluctant Hephaestus to chain the upstart Prometheus, who defied Zeus by giving man fire, to an eternity of suffering on a mountainside. If Hephaestus refused, Zeus would punish him as well, find another to do the deed. Making himself the victim of an impossible choice, Hephaestus chose to shackle Prometheus.

All of us since have emulated that denial of responsibility, so let me atone for his sin as well. There are those, were I to quit, who would eagerly trap my territories. But that is their decision, not mine, and I deprive them of their choice by making it for them. I do wrong because I choose to, not because circumstances force me. 

No excuse can veil my responsibility. My existence, like all others, is evil, each movement entailing death. Microbe, insect, plant, animal, their life cycles churn through mine. I may act without conscience, but not without consequence, commit only less sin or more.

There are unseen evils everywhere. The plow turns the topsoil, destroying the homes of the subterraneans. Lives fractured in an instant, gophers, mice, voles, squirrels, hurling to the surface. Seagulls, hawks, crows swoop down, end lives in a guiltless swallow.

The windrower mows through thigh-high hay, a fifteen foot blade cutting a hundred thousand stalks a second. Pheasants scurry ahead of the machine. Ducks huddle, hiding. Owls, skunks, rabbits, and cats—all choose: hide or flee, assessing the level of danger. Those choosing wrongly perish on the sharpened cutter bar.

The baler lifts the swath, crushes snakes and rodents burrowed inside. Chemical sprays destroy billions of insects and unwanted plants. Beyond the field: antibiotics destroy bacteria; the butcher in town kills the cow; the little deaths along the way to maintain roads, the systems of delivery; species lost in order to create dams for electricity. Endless deaths, all unseen, done by another’s hand.

Those performed by my hand, I see.

***

Philosophy, Buddhism. Alike, in part, as practices of death. Seeing the normally unseen evil, I once sought good where there was no movement, deadened first in mind, then in no-mind. Twenty years later my path falls between, seeking a melding of ways.

For avoiding evil, I avoided good. Avoiding death, I avoided life. Little dignity lies in aversion: goodness can reside in the sacramental hunter but may not in the righteous pacifist. I trap to live, but also to remind myself that my existence entails death, that my soul is dark as another’s.

Aloofness and righteousness rank lower, now, than the unconscious giving of joy. It is easy to be sinless avoiding life, the field of temptation, easier yet to think oneself blameless by abnegating responsibilities.

I join the world. Kill, reluctant to kill. Though I eat no flesh my life requires other’s—a life destroys life, regardless.

A half-century ago, when monkeys threatened to destroy India’s crops, a disheartened Gandhi allowed that they be killed—there being no better solution. No less dismayed than he, I am no more justified in my acts than his followers. Knowing one’s sin gives no pardon, only provides the avenue for repentance.

***

Snared by its tail, the young gopher struggles, clicks long, sharp teeth, hisses. Barely long as my finger, it holds no danger—I bash its head, toss it away.

The hole is full of earth. The family abandoned their live offspring to death. There are hard choices for animals as well as for humans. The road they take, like ours, is not always the high one. All creatures make mistakes, create grief; only we can choose lesser evils.

I kill, sustain my family, between the synchronous acts settle for sin. I chisel away at atonement: the lessons of Nuremburg deprive me of blaming my masters; honesty prevents me from Hephaestus’ self-justification. I search for spiritual assonance, freedom from guilt, encounter instead more death.

I wish to flee my actions, but having taken that path, know it wrong to do so. I take the low route for the moment, hoping someday for the high.

THE ATTIC

If the basement is the unconscious—as Freud would have it—then the attic must be the mind in full clarity.

I enter the garage and climb a set of narrow stairs, set my basket of larkspur on the dark attic floor. I reach for the light—I can smell the drying flowers.

Even in dim light the color dazzles me. Two tiers a side filled with the spectrum, spent across a variance of textures. Statice, yellow knapflower, globe thistle; larkspur, acrolinium, and liatris; white to dark red; blues, yellows, and pinks; pastels, the blends in between.

Let these be ideas, I think, bunching the fresh larkspur and hanging it upside down to dry. Let them dry in the dark that they might last that much longer, their color and nature intact. Left in direct light they will fade, left uncut and upright they will wither and fall. They will mold if hung where it’s moist, become brittle if dried where too hot.

I finish hanging the larkspur, sit down and rest with the flowers. Already the temperature is ninety degrees. By afternoon it will bring sweat to every pore. But now I am comfortable, the smell of vegetation hanging thick. I sit amid beauty, amongst poisons—elegant plants, elegant ideas, sometimes either can kill. Monkshood, larkspur, delphinium, their color can lure one to the philosopher’s project, that end of all things we call death.

Each morning as the dew burns off I take my shears, head down the rows to harvest. To dry properly the larkspur spikes must be fully open, the acrolinium just out of bud—each flower has its own stage, the time it’s preserved most perfectly: later and it will be too developed, earlier and it may not open.

A dozen stems make a bundle. I tie the bunch with an elastic band and set it aside, hobble up the row. Ninety bundles, a thousand stems, the tedium grows. Needing a change I switch tasks, gather the bunched flowers.

I carry the larkspur in baskets, walk down the furrows and across the ditch, into the garage, the attic. I take down the dried flowers, sleeve them in plastic and put them away in boxes, making room for the newly cut. Here lies the greatest joy—not the work which precedes nor that which follows, but the wallowing in fruition.

The bundles hang, overlapped where fresh, separated where dried, shrunken, deprived of their moisture. No description conveys the manifold shapes—the cupped, the bristly, the rounded—or the plethora of textures abounding. Scaled macrocephala, hairy-stemmed larkspur, prickly globe thistle—the differences enrich my senses. Smells intermingle: minty lemon bee balm, sickeningly sweet Sweet Annie, fishy statice, the medicinal odor of wormwood. No unpleasant clash resides here—all is synthesis, an abundant unity.

If only the mind were always so, I lament, but thinking further, realize it is. Filled and contained within itself, it possesses no dissonance. Only when it attends to that coming in, focuses on that going out, does it fail to mesh with the world.

In November, when the fields are bare and the flowers sold, I clean the attic. Seeds fallen from ripened pods litter the floor. Leaves lie crumbled in cracks and corners. A few flowers, carelessly discarded, are scattered through the attic. The supporting wires hang bare and empty, exposing the structure to which they attach. Two by fours and roof beams, wood and metal and plastic, like the neurons and brain cells forming the mind.

The attic is cold, uninsulated from the outside air. The thin barrier separating building from outside protects only from moisture and wind. I sit, mark the differences between this no-mind and the mind that is full, but see mostly likeness—both are sealed and whole. This, that: there are no antithetical rumblings in a mind turned away from all else.

I sweep the floor, carry the debris to the burn barrel outside. A healthy wind lifts some seeds, scatters them in the adjoining field. Some will grow, most will not, none will find another attic. Such are ideas. Plentiful as atoms, few survive—the different, the exotic, the chosen. We preserve those which allow it, keep them intact as long as we can.

I throw the residue into the barrel, light a match to the remnants of summer.

Thirty spokes share the wheel’s hub;

It is the center hole that makes it useful.

Shape clay into a vessel; 

It is the space within that makes it useful.

Cut doors and windows for a room;

It is the holes which make it useful.

Therefore profit comes from what is there; 

Usefulness from what is not there.

--Lao Tse, Tao Te Ching

HOLLOW HEART, INVISIBLE HAND

An early spring, a March like May. The Reservation potatoes are planted, courtesy of swift-draining, sandy soil; the grub farmers, in heavy ground on the upwind side of the river, near completion. While their help works the fields, growers go golfing on courses yet brown, the old-timers shaking their heads: “Used to be happy finishing when fishing season opened. Best potatoes I ever had were planted middle of June.”

I start trapping early this year. Warm earth brings the males up; the females stay below to care for young. My success rate wallows near twenty-five percent, the males wary, protective of family. After weaning the young they’ll abandon their caution, life become easy again.

Late April. The weather cold, wet—February-ish. The potato seed pieces lie dormant, susceptible to threat but not promise: rhizoc and rot in the cold, damp ground, but no chance for early growth. Growers ride the café stools, their farmground too moist to work. They fret, worry, spin their wheels in the shop, some making hasty decisions.

Those who planted lament, those who waited sit smug, but even they become nervous when the weather stays abnormally cold. I set out bees on days of no rain, one domicile at a time: sooner or later it always warms, this year it looks like later. 

I head to the canal company to cash the gopher tails in, gawking as I drive. Wiebe’s, Lineberry’s, Verbeck’s—homesteads disappear, owners dying, little farms swallowed by big ones. Some old places house Mexican laborers but most have been bulldozed away.

The new homes being built cost well into six figures—one, its cost in the millions, has been mistaken as a hotel. I make a point to drive by the new castle to thumb my nose at the self-styled king.

No one builds down a lane anymore—homes are placed at the edge of the farm, along the road, away from the center. Due in part to modern irrigation—almost anything impedes sprinkler lines—I see it instead as impatience; it reminds me paradoxically of both bullies and sheep, for separate reasons crowding to the front of the line.

I reach the Canal Company office, feel awkward—I should have cleaned up, changed clothes. Instead I dust off and tuck in my shirt, hitch up my holey jeans—the secretary knows I’m a trapper, there’s no point trying to fool her.

I recall a study’s conclusion I should heed: we judge people in the first four minutes we know them. My professors inferred the importance of appearance, I interpret the findings differently: we judge people far too quickly.

I scrape my boots on the curb and stride into the office, intent on disproving those four minutes.

***

The young gophers come up, pit their ignorance against the environment—eager and unaware, almost suicidal in seeking their way. I find one grazing in the open and run him down, then crush his head with my shovel. I catch five from the same den, each mimicking the others’ ignorance.

My success rate rises with the young—on some mornings reaching ninety percent. The weather stays cool, the crops are stunted, extending my trapping season. When the foliage grows too tall to see the sets I will quit, wait for the hay to be swathed.

Like the gophers turning their young out to fend for themselves, area farmers give theirs similar license. They sign over the farm and their sons build new homes, turned loose with million dollar budgets. Having too much too soon, expecting even more, only the ruthless or lucky survive. The rest end up working in town.

***

Fishing season opens on Memorial Day weekend. The early planted potatoes poke through the ground. The growers who waited to plant still wait, the soil too saturated to till. I drive highway 39, boats passing me in dollar increments of five and six figures. I guess at the contents: gas, beer, electronic fishfinders, the latest in fishing gear—a far cry form the oldtimers with a pole and a worm, sitting patiently on the river bank.

With time to kill I turn right at Springfield, take the backroad to the trapline. I pass Archie’s Falls, Danielson Creek, McTucker Springs, Dipple. My father, like his, fished these holes all his life, and my brother carries on the tradition. I recall families crowding along Dipple’s banks with barely room to move their elbows, but today not a soul dips a net.

Along all the creeks, much the same—only a few oldtimers, rooted in habit. Everyone else is on the Salmon River or in the hills; in tents and campers, in fifth-wheel trailers, some in vacation homes. Even the farmer is a tourist, now, the land emptied, hungering for elsewhere.

***

Yet another pass through Spence’s. The gophers yank down the potato plants like cartoon Chip and Dales. In one row twenty plants disappear in three days. Further on three more stand wilting, the roots beneath eaten away. One gopher’s work, of perhaps five hundred—and already I’ve caught a thousand.

Pesticides on the potatoes normally decimates the gophers, but this year’s weather renders the chemicals impotent, giving reprieve. I take the place of poison, gain profit from Spence’s loss.

Seasonably warm one day, abnormally cool the next. A threat of rain almost daily. June passes, the leafcutters showing no inclination to hatch.

Then July, the same. Every week the weather sets records, coldest or wettest in history. I worry—even in the coldest years, the bees have by now long emerged.

The crop report is bad. Throughout the state the potatoes have hollow heart: an empty space inside, perhaps big enough to pry with your pinky. Often enveloped by a disfiguring brown spot, it means low commodity prices—to the consumer, appearance supercedes essence.

Andy Park chases me down the road, asks me to trap a gopher threatening his expensive landscaping. I agree reluctantly, set a single trap, but the landscaping has greater threats. Weeds invade the mulch, the trees need pruned, the perennials should be divided—even low-maintenance gardens need care.

But he and his wife want not to garden but to look like gardeners. If I had a gimmick to sell I’d be rich—people want to buy, not to be. Want a garden, not to work one, want to have a boat, not to use it—appearance again, that first four minutes. 

I catch the gopher, never get paid. If it’s beyond his effort to pay me, it’s beneath my dignity to collect.

***

With the weather either too hot or too cool, the potatoes absorb nutrients too quickly—they are immoderate, in a misaligned context. Avaricious, they take too much too fast, hungry at the expense of their centers.

Hunger, desire. We move, grow, only if we must—or want to. Undesiring we go limp with ennui, unneedful we die unprovoked. Hunger is our history, fashions our character, the Great Famine and poverty our impetus. Our forebears washed toward shore bearing only their hunger and lack—we have yet to unpack that heritage.

We naturally need hunger but we welcome its end: nature exemplifies not just balance, but imbalance and avarice, too. Black holes, fishbirds, foxes, addicts, all consume far beyond need. No balance of nature, no invisible hand, throttles the selfish urge.

***

The first week of August, the first sign of hatch—a few bees trickle from the boards. I pray for hot days that never quite come, hope the larvae don’t die in the pine. 

The potatoes close the rows—finally. With an exceptional month of heat they might near normal production.

I drive to the reservoir, mark the hotel’s progress, wishing I could see the rumored meditation room. The Buddha claimed suffering was caused by desire—I see desire here but little suffering. Maybe he meant wanting what was out of our reach—I suppose the king, though having, still wants.

A price tag high in the millions. I divide the cost by the number of his employees, get a raise for each of ten thousand. A meaningless thought from a more perfect world, where fairness and justice might rule.

In the potatoes, the hollow heart spreads. Some farmers quit sampling their crop--no point knowing trouble beforehand. They back off on water and fertilizer, their restraint too late to do good. Experts swarm from the universities and businesses, counsel like medieval wizards, with whom they share a similar success.

***

As if a record cold summer wasn’t enough, we get a late August frost—fully two weeks before what is normally considered early. Frost comes the twenty-fifth, the next night and the next, killing spuds and stripping my flowers’ blooms.

I irrigate the flowers on the nights of the frost—the water steams in the morning, sheltering some. The tenderest blacken, the hardier survive, but stunted, their blooms are unmarketable. Some species failed to blossom in this extraordinary year; others bloomed, late by months. Though I plant with the aberrant in mind, for this I could not have planned.

The potato harvest bespeaks every fear: the entire crop is marred by hollow heart. Some growers boast, pretend theirs free of disfigurement—trying to psychologically buoy the market, hoping to bail out before it falls. The latest planted potatoes, though small, show less problem: this year, the eager lose.

I haul in the bee boards from domiciles first—none filled where they all had before. Next, the old homesteads. I knock on the owners’ doors to make obvious my presence, but no one stays home any more. The countryside’s empty, like the bee boards I check—the only full ones are where in other years it’s too hot.

I count the fulls—just thirty-five of the fifteen hundred I collect. Later I’ll be told the entire species shrank by three-quarters—I adjudge my loss even greater. Two degrees cooler and the population would be lost—life’s fragility is never more evident.

The potatoes are in the cellars. Steelhead season is underway. The fifty mile Mormons head north to drink, shed the heaviness of righteous personas; the once-a-year fisherman pack to the Salmon, rail against the tree-huggers who preserved it when they return.

The gophers still work, are burrowing in for the long winter, but I can’t lure them into my sets. I set seven traps, catch one gopher: six of the holes are dummies. Every day fresh mounds poke through the frost, but I can’t discern den from camouflage.  “Never does reflection catch its prey so surely as when it makes its snare out of nothing,” wrote Kierkegaard. I am the gopher’s prey, it seems, and snared, I surrender, put the traps away.

***

A tuber must meet standards—in size, shape, and appearance—to be sold as Idaho’s. The spud inspectors have cards, printed with shades of brown and punched with holes of different sizes, to measure the pitted potato centers and match the surrounding brown with the colors on their cards. Calculating percentages and weights, they argue with managers, growers, their overseers, then reject or accept the batch, according to the leverage wielded.

The local freshpacks buy x-ray machines—a quarter million dollars apiece. Each potato must pass the all-seeing eyes so its internal essence can be judged: heaven, the fresh carton: purgatory, the culled, processed flake.

Farmers get on the fresh shed lists, eager to sell on consignment. They fret as their names move up, praying their spuds are saleable, that the market rises within reason. Already below production costs, the potatoes make money only for the processors and packers.

The hotel keeps getting bigger, as do the tales surrounding it. A maid’s quarters, now, and $45,000 worth of trees. The list keeps getting longer. At the café we scrutinize the rumors like spud inspectors, hold calipers to the king’s greed and deny our own. We reject dark desire, discourage wants too sizeable—admit envy, express contempt.

But the standard is uncertain. That once rejected we now accept—homes bigger than farmwives once dreamed for are now too small for their desire-filled children, who measure themselves against the king instead of the laborer in his hovel.

***

Winter drags on, spud prices drop with the temperature. The oversupply of marred potatoes drags down demand for the rest of the crop. This is the invisible hand, maintaining harmony: the buyers guaranteed a profit, their selfish interests supposedly enhancing the growers’.

There is talk about government bail-out, but competition, free enterprise precludes it. Farmers are still optimistic of natural economics, despite the overwhelming evidence against it—especially in this year of nature’s caprice.

Nature, she is walking: stop mid-stride and fall, for only with movement can she maintain her balance. A leg refuses to lift, the walker falls; a species consumes the earth, it perishes. The farmer prefers that sort of rhythm to any a government might make. There is justice, of sort, seeing him squirm in the grasp of his belief—he sleeps in the bed that he made.

The café sits vacant, less because of depressed prices than second homes in Island Park. Twenty years ago the coffeeshop thrived, was filled every day with locals. But the valley has emptied—farms bigger and fewer, those farmers remaining less inclined to spend locally. Bigger fish in a smaller pond, they spend instead in the cities or at mountain resorts. They return only to complain about prices and brag about their vacation exploits.

One breath poverty, the next snowmobiles, winter cruises, mountain satellite dishes—I try to summon sympathy but can’t. God, the coyote-trickster, gives us hollow heart not as retribution but metaphor, to exercise our malice and witness the effects of greed.

***

The last potatoes sink in the cellars, rotten and stinking of methane. Their watery substance oozes out, ponds on hard, dirt floors. The growers haul them to the desert as cattle feed, their despair riddling every load. The new crop is already planted, the farmers trying to forget last year.

They apply fertilizer sparingly, hoping to avoid the dread hollow heart. On every cool day their fear rises, but the weather turns normal, nature is seemingly restored.

I trap Spence’s again. There aren’t many gophers left, but considering what he’s spent, I owe it to him to keep the population low. Last year boom, this year bust—I suppose it all evens out.

The hotel still isn’t finished, desire not having met what it can’t have. The king let the peasants in this winter, served steak and beer and drew awe, but the furniture has yet to be bought—along with, no doubt, a great deal else. The home is still empty and hungering—like its owner, his potatoes and the landscape spanning distant about him.

ON CONVENIENCE

Five, ten miles a day, I walk, tools alongside: gopher traps, stakes and chain, a shovel. At times, when the task becomes burdensome, I lighten my load or rest. Eat when hungry, rest when weary—a Zen adage, depicting the sage.

“You need a four-wheeler,” I’m counseled—by farmer, friend, even stranger. As if walking were a chore and labor a sin, they think me a fool for my ways. But I spent fifteen years driving tractors and trucks, suffered slavery to their engines. Now I seek a different path: silence.

Each set two hours walking, hours free of grinding modernity. My day’s noise is the yowl of a coyote, a deer springing up from the brush; pipes bouncing in the Mexicans’ hands, the occasional car throwing gravel; a school bus honking from a field away, a frontloader’s beep miles distant, across the river. These are the firm pegs amid a vast silence with which I clutch the day—why would I cling to an engine’s rough strand?

A life moves with the sounds it strides to—the combustion engine’s whine, its unending rhythm, can melodize only violence and stress. It claims to free me from labor, instead it demands my dependence: the factory to make it, the network to maintain it, the system to provide its fuel; a salesman to wheedle its way to me, a banker to fund its purchase, and finally a policeman to protect my investment.

But my shovel needs sharpened after ten thousand digs, my knife a new blade when it’s worn. I buy new gloves when the old ones wear through, new traps when the ones I have break. These simple steps are an easy dance even for me, clumsy as I am in technology’s grasp—tune-ups, tires, fuel lines, carburetors: I dance, but my partner leads.

Gleeful if I’ve turned a nut the right direction, I’ve not the mechanical ability to maintain a four-wheeler. Even able I would need parts and tools, the outlets and factories to make them. But afoot I need no mechanic, no banker, no service station, no police. No truck to transport me, no ramp to unload me, no battery to start me to work.

Walking, I am the machine, and walking, I maintain it.

***

No sage today, I yield to convenience. Hurried and lazy I drive between traps, let efficiency steal my pleasure. Twenty seconds driving saves three minutes walking—a ton of steel and petroleum at my behest, I surge, thrilled in entropy’s wake.

Skis on new snow, a vandal’s graffiti, a pickup scarring a hill: every thrill breaks the rule of the status quo, and every rule breaks a thrill—what determines the aptness of each? The child throws a stone, disturbing the pond; he throws too many and no pond remains.

Stones in the pond, marks on the snow—eventually I crave a smooth surface, one free of man's hand. At technology’s mercy there is only ripple and wave, my rhythms the engine’s beneath me. “Must” and “should” fill my mind and my energy swells. Upon finishing work, I feel depleted. I gain convenience, lose all harmony—cheat not time, but myself.

Time is an abundant resource; labor, an appropriate profit. I needn’t hoard either, needn’t crave more, if I align them to my life’s rhythm. I can save no time, escape no labor, only shift my experience of each. If I enjoy what I do in the manner it’s done, I’ve no need to have more or do less. Every break in the day is just dust on the mirror, that I might distinguish a ripple from pond.

Windy today, the gophers don’t work; I stay in and avoid the world. The gusts stir the mind’s surface, insist, I refuse—though I listen, silence unwilling. Even indoors I attend to the howl, can think of only the wind. No rest, all push, the wind and the engine are both incessant with their vague demands.

But the next morning is all calm as the frost settles in, with every gopher mound a dark flaw on white surface. Coming up to witness a freedom from the wind’s noise, the gophers catch up on yesterday’s work. As I step on the foliage, it rustles and breaks, my path growing evident behind me: only the necessary, my rule being the minimum, my thrill of a similar subtlety.

There is no convenience this morning, save the drive to the field, but even this disrupts the soul. The machine has its own rules, overriding most others--I am thrilled, once freed from its chains.

THE DEAD PILE

Before dawn. Highway 39. Nick passes on the road, we nod to each other through the lifting darkness—he to catch a six AM bus, an hour ride to the Site; me nearing the field, manual labor.

Minutes later, on Smith’s graveled mainline, I swerve around the Mexicans’ pickup. Margarito and Chon are already in the field, changing sprinkler lines in the dark. Squinting, I see aluminum pipe bob, meager light glinting off metal. The forty-foot length whips in Chon’s hands , its latch a clattering rhythm.

Every morning, ten thousand Nicks—from Ashton and Mackay, Pocatello and Aberdeen—on pilgrimage toward sustenance. The valley’s population collapses, wraps around the desert’s forty nuclear reactors—each a secretive bloom, ten thousand employees gleaning a lucrative nectar.

Ten thousand Margaritos, too—in St. Anthony and Inkom, Grace and Arco—working pipe across the valley’s crops. Lights in old trailers wink at dawn, broken farm pickups trail to the field. The landscape’s eyes open, ahead of the sun, will close as the irrigation pumps turn on.

***

The coyote trots his usual path. Along the fenceline, up the pump road, across the pivot corner. To the dead pile, for an easy feed.

I work the set, the slight morning breeze a cloying stench, every breath an acrid journey. The coyote, feeding, watches me. With each trap I swing closer, finally come too near. He takes a last bite, lopes off as he came—he’ll be back tomorrow at dawn.

Two fresh mounds stipple the ground by the dead. Approaching, I hold my breath. I dig quickly, absently; curious, transfixed on a recent corpse. I feel for loose dirt, my eyes elsewhere. The cow’s gut scoured, the shell almost fully intact. I see ribs inside, the souring hide sinking between them. 

I find the hole, shave its edges to fit the trap. The smell overwhelms me. I set and cover the trap, gag. The metallic bite makes me run, crazy like a colt. I spit, reach the pickup panting. A swig off the water bottle washes away memory. I cover it with desire: breakfast at the café sounds good.

***

In 1951, Arco becomes the first city in the world to be lit by nuclear power, drawn from what we now call the Site, a secretive installation twenty-five miles away, nestled solitarily in the desert. The next day the small, isolated town returns to regular electrical service, but the Cold War stunt becomes a beacon of hope and employment. Thousands come from across the U.S.—from floundering Idaho farms and Utah’s mines, from Back East and California—all aiming for easier nourishment.

Spring, 1976. Nine hundred miles into Mexico. Margarito leaves the village, boards a bus in San Luis Potosi. Through Zacatejas, Torreon, Chihuahua, a twenty-four hour ride. He crosses the border on foot at an isolated area, meets a “coyote” who takes him north. Eighteen more hours in the back of a pickup, finally reaching Southeast Idaho.

He lifts lava rock from the fields, moves sprinkler lines across them, picks clods as potatoes are harvested. Without family, without friend, in fear of the Border Patrol, he labors from March to October. When harvest ends, when the cold sinks south, he returns, undeterred, on a bus to Mexico.

The farmer prospers. Margarito’s work expands. He brings his brother Chuy in 1980. Later, his other brother Juan. Then Chemo and Bernadino, friends Chon and Ruperto, cousin Crispin, his wife, their children. Last, his wife’s sister, her two fatherless children, to thin beets and perhaps find a husband.

Locals complain, inundated by a new culture and its alien language. White teenagers refuse to do fieldwork, considering the work too lowly. Farmers won’t hire them, anyway—the Mexicans are more dependable.

One system’s garbage is another’s resources. Menial labor to Americans becomes employment for poor Mexicans; secretive activities at nuclear facilities give jobs to those willing to perform them; and the dairyman’s refuse is a coyote’s dream—he ceases hunting evasive prey, instead takes feed more certain.

***

I pick up the morning newspaper, but Seth tells the news: “It’s finally their turn,” he chuckles. I look up, he explains. The Site is firing more workers.

I order French toast, wash my hands free of dirt, try not to think where they’ve been.

Nuclear waste and tax dollars lie heaped in the desert—out on the Site, out of mind. Seth tires of the workers, their expensive homes bordering his land. They seek clean air and quietude, but bring big city ways and stain the rural atmosphere. One sues a farmer for spraying his shrubbery; others, disliking a cattle feedlot’s odor, try to force it from business. Some complain about tractor noise at odd hours—odd to the nine-to-fiver.

Their unearned attitudes evince Seth’s resentment, so he welcomes their suffering—“join the real world,” he grumbles.

I guzzle coffee, wolf down my meal. The waitress tells a joke: how are a farmer and a 747 alike?—they both whine on their way to Hawaii. I laugh heartily, Seth smiles only briefly—it’s easy to complain about others’ hypocrisies, difficult to witness our own.

***

Coyotes and foxes gone to their dens, the dead pile is the birds’ in the daytime. Magpies pick. Seagulls circle. Crows land, meat prized in beaks. They recognize my pickup, fly above between fields, following for less rank fare.

Perched at a distance, they scrutinize my actions, pick at the carrion I leave. On occasion one grasps a stake-chain with its beak, pulls a dead gopher to surface. I find a corpse with entrails missing, a hole through which supper was drawn.

Winter and spring’s harsh weather ceases—few cows dying at the dairy, the dead pile diminishes. Coyotes gnaw at dwindling remains, return to the once passed over. Unsated, they search my traps, seeking the already killed.

Paw marks atop each of my traps—a coyote has checked to see if the jaw was sprung. The traps with gophers are stolen—some taken to the den, never to be found, some dragged across the field. These lay scattered, gopher heads still inside, torsos eaten away. Entrails stretch beside broken traps, blood stains the earth alongside.

A resource now, I pull the traps in the evenings, before the coyotes’ return. Unrewarded, they’ll quit following my trapline, being accustomed as they are to ease.

***

Eco-systems change. Species exhaust resources, become resources themselves, leave waste for new species to prosper. Native Americans, nineteen century grazers, yeoman farmers, monocropping potato farmers—groups yielding, groups usurping power.

Remnants of this history linger, fetal gills of a genetic past: the Indian’s resentment, the cattleman’s contempt, the yeoman’s hard futility. Their desires and complaints remind us of our ancestry, how each of us run to the dead pile—and how we each have to walk away.

The Site workers’ giant bureaucracy holds power now, but in time it no doubt must yield. The Hispanic population expands, every store printing signs in both Spanish and English. Mexicans operate businesses, enter universities, appear in traditionally white occupations. Others start gangs, resentful, having more expectations than did their parents.

Margarito found sustenance in waste, his sons create waste with his earnings. A new group will come, seize opportunity in that waste, feed wherever it’s able.

***

The wind blows from the south, carrying off the stench. I empty the traps, swing them away from the dead pile. Taking a short cut back through the field I stumble on a trap I thought lost—the demarcating flag lies on the ground, blown over by the wind.

I pull the trap. There’s a corpse inside—carrion beetles scramble back to the hole. The big orange beetles suck at the body, in two days turn gristle to mush. Disliking light, they scurry toward darkness—I see them only rarely.

I pull the tail to extract the body—the fur slips off the cartilage. The gopher’s teeth are wrapped around the tripping mechanism; I must break them to remove him. Fur and gristle shreds, sticks to my gloves—I dry-heave, rub my hands in the dirt: where we nourish ourselves we feel no disgust, up the food chain we feel little else.

Finished, I drive by the pump. Margarito waves, just arrived for the evening set. His grin impresses me—I moved pipes when I was younger, and even then I lacked his stout attitude.

I drive to the store, quench my thirst with a beer, heading home pass Nick again. He waves exuberantly and I flick an acknowledging index finger. I envy his energy, his salary and position, but not his routine nor his chains. I suppose every calling is an acquired taste—I’ll resist others until I tire of my own.

MIXED MEDIA: A HISTORY OF RANGE 4, TOWNSHIP 3, SECTION 29

Nature’s design works because it must.  If a flaw is not remedied, nonexistence—for a part or the whole—waits ready. So using brushes easily handled after millennia of practice, on a canvas having evolved with their abilities, its species working as many become one grand design: a unified and balanced land.

Without leaving one’s home, wrote Lao Tse, the sage can know the whole universe. And without experiencing the entire desert, we can know it by examining one portion that exhibits the processes of the whole. On any piece of land or sea we may witness nature’s artistry, and on Range 4 section 29 Township 3 of Southeast Idaho’s Bingham County we see this, before man’s arrival:

Gullies swerving. Rocks jutting. Rolling hills, dust to their lee. In the flat, grass swirling like Van Gogh’s sky, taunting the wind. Over a year’s time, a brief palette of greens that fades toward browns; the sage, always gray, blooming yellow. Earth bound to sky, animal to Earth, predator to its prey—opposite forces linked in an unjust hierarchy.

An antelope path runs from foothill to river—a brushstroke through grass and sage; woodchucks forage about rocky dens—color washed green, then buff; sand bees bury their heads in the bloom, weld generations together with pollen. In its season each flower blossoms, in its the ground squirrel emerges—one rhythm, many hands, all contributing as they can.

All this transpires cyclically for millennia, before man, the new artists, come. Their sheep and cattle blur through the grass canvas, hooves churning color to dust. Desperate dry farmers sink plows into alkaline soil, flee when the climate turns normal. They have big, clumsy hands, possess tools beyond talent: unlearned, impatient, and proud, they are less evil than ill intentioned.

In Congress, The Carey Act passes, a blueprint batik aimed at turning desert into farmland and moving men to the vast unclaimed West. With one hand at the river and one on the desert’s edge, engineers crumple the land, plan canals where the cracks first appear. When the canals are built they throw weirs open, and the blue ink feathers from the Snake River across the desert.

The once subtle palette is all green now, from April’s hard frosts to September’s. Drought tolerant natives recede to the fringe—lupine, penstemon, paintbrush; parsley, sego lily, wild onion. Elk and antelope move to the borders, farms and ranches usurping their land.

Yet more artists arrive. Some decades later comes Euclid’s big fist—the engineer’s lines and geometric forms. Umbilicals of railroad already cut through the valley, now gravel roads grid the arable land. North to south, east to west, the canvas is squared in miles. 

Inside each square a yeoman works a mosaic, setting tesserae, the soil his mortar. He places five and ten acre patches—of wheat, alfalfa, oats, and rye—inside his mosaic, their edges governed by drainage and by his and gravity’s will. Where water will not run, the original stays: rock islands of brush and sage.

Each species an artist, but not every man: graffiti soon slashes the yeoman’s mosaic. Telephone and electrical lines—big intentions, reluctantly entwined by a thug’s fumbling hands. Sprinkler irrigation comes, with its power lines, mainlines, hand lines, and wheel lines—the curve an endangered species. The mosaics become rectangles of eighty acres, one-sixty, three hundred and twenty: a half mile by a whole, a quarter by a half, acreages of golden mean.

Well casings plunge through the topsoil. Through the clay base, the gravel and cinders, and past the shallow underground lakes to the aquifer below. Agriculture covers the original canvas wholly, gravity no longer a restraint. The land’s tie—once sky, then river—is now aquifer, man’s hand both the whip and the tether.

There are more hands still with pivot irrigation’s onset. The rectangles round to circles, big clocks with quarter mile hands slowly spinning technology’s time.

The canvas sprawls, a web of mixed media, secured to an array of men: electricians, welders, bankers, salesmen—and the farmer, their marionette. It is a weaving, now, of intricate threads, some obvious, most barely visible.

The present: one canvas, one artist, one act, repeated throughout the valley. 

The setting: a pivot inches around the field. Once a day, perhaps twice a week, it circles, its rhythm changing with the needs of its crop. The field’s temporal elasticity burdens—first fashioned for sky and prairie and tied to season and storm, then tautened by canal and sprinklers and the desires of farmers and bureaucrats, It’s now stretched to its limits by incessant demand, the pivot’s whimsical urge.

The method: Pointillism. Painstakingly dotting an area of canvas with the desired color’s opposites. Yellow dots and blue dots create green, at a distance, the eye unifying the separate: yin inside yang, yang inside yin, opposite always inside opposite.

The opposites?

A pivot. Technology. Big hands, many.

A leafcutter bee. Nature. Small hands, deft. 

The unobtrusive bee chews its path through strata. It gropes for medium, finds a pivot spanning the land. Seeking a cavity in which to deposit its creation, it flies down steel, along aluminum, an inherited intent in mind. The pivot’s sleek arches meet at a small box of circuitry—the bee enters, inspects the premises.

Within this costly switch a quarter inch space separates on from off—the perfect size for the leafcutter’s egg. The bee accepts its good fortune, flies off to collect pollen and shear leaf that will swaddle its offspring. It fashions a cylinder of mosaic in the space, with fifty trips carrying fifty tesserae—each bit of leaf more minute than a baby’s nail.

Leafcutter—artisan.

The pivot starts. The web shifts: farmer and farmhand, aquifer and earth, electricians, bureaucrats, and chemists. The end tower moves until it triggers the next—its switch engages, having fallen behind. The third tower rolls, catches up to the others, sends a signal to what’s become a bee’s canvas. 

That tower holds stationary, its switch re-designed, an electrical connection failed. The system shuts down, stopping time.

Leafcutters—saboteur, extracting justice. One hundred and twenty-eight acres of potatoes refused water, by the actions of an insect a near-infinite fraction of its size. The big overwhelms the small, but the tiny undercuts the huge.

A balance returns to the work in transition, if only momentarily. Though nature bends to its member’s whims, it teaches the price of caprice.

A TOUCH OF FROST

The dawn light reveals a thick layer of frost. The freshest gopher mounds, those raised after the blanket first settled, I easily see, chocolate earth against silver-laden alfalfa.

Frost and vegetation poise in tense stand-off: a chill poison rims each tender leaf. Left untouched, the plants will survive, but if I drive through the virgin field, my pickup tracks will still be evident in a month. If I walk, my steps will be traceable for days. Any touch bruises the plants’ tissues, shifts the battle in the frost’s favor. The untouched will recover by afternoon, but where I walk leaves will turn, show a droopy silver later today. The most damaged will wither, become dry, shriveled and yellow in but days.

I place my livelihood above the alfalfa’s well-being and drive between the mounds, find a suitable starting point. As I walk frost clings to my shoes and pant legs, melts. It chills my feet, mixes with fresh dirt and forms a sticky mud. By the time I’ve set eighty traps I am cold, wet and dirty. My toes and fingers are numb when the sun appears over the foothills.

I head to the coffeeshop for breakfast, for physical warmth and a different sort of frost.

Today the topic’s God-given water rights, segueing into a claim of commonsense as the supreme form of understanding—commonsense in farmers’ words, prejudice and habit in mine. I hold my tongue, for my notions stunt theirs just as theirs wither mine. I drink my coffee in white-flag silence, listen and nod as if agreeing. The brush with prejudice is more than nuisance to me—if I meet it, my energy drains; if I laugh along with the others, my thoughts turn brittle.

The well-driller next to me has found a maple leaf in the underground reservoir, proving that the vast Snake River Aquifer—one of the largest in the world—is replenished by watersheds in Canada, not, as disreputable geologists claim, by the local foothills and mountains.  A harangue against the general stupidity of experts follows. An occasional suspicious eye turns toward me, the token college-educated, but I glance away.

But a pause arises and I can’t resist. Some evil inside me seeks to destroy, and I crassly state how remarkable it is for a maple leaf to remain intact after a thousand mile ride through water and rock.

Only a touch, it nonetheless provides a point of truce. The others retreat in silence, hurt but not destroyed. A border has been found, an equilibrium between do-er and know-er, the academic and the commonsensical, a layer of ignorance between us.

Duty calls, the farmers leave, the frost lifts. We each survive, relatively unscathed. Later, when I check my traps, I see the path I took this morning, revealed in the crumpled turn of alfalfa leaves. The pickup tracks, more evident yet, will betray this morning’s presence when the swather comes through in June.

The farmers’ tracks will remain longer in my memory. Whether ignorance or commonsense, their impression bear more mass than physical objects. And my touch will likely be forgotten, an example, I suppose, of hardiness, a survival of the fittest.

SCAVENGERS

On one side where farmland yields reluctantly to desert, on the other where the Snake River firmly breaks the flow of land, one system’s borders lie. At these edges live its most frugal and resourceful inhabitants: the desert rat and the river rat, scroungers both, scavengers sharing a proclivity for survival and a hesitance to be enslaved—by the gravity of society which tugs at all of us.

Along seldom-used roads, where craggy lava juts through gravel and dust, old homesteads stand—junkyards and detritus, civilization’s waste, rising out of a junegrass barrenness. A ramshackle trailer with a nailed-on porch, nearby a pile of bricks and cement blocks carted off free from a demolition project. Partial automobiles from each manufacturer and decade—a car frame, an axle, a Dodge body without windows, a Studebaker grille, a bumper, a truck bed, all of them incomplete, but opportunities, all of them. Potential and possibility, perhaps unreadable to us and unassessable even to the desert rat, but of use, nonetheless. If not now, then sometime.

There is a story inside—a part-time job, a pension, a sale of scrap metal or firewood, a miniscule social security or disability check. A mind equally eclectic—an interest in astronomy and UFO’s, a vote for Bo Gritz or George Wallace or Lyndon LaRouche; anyone, so long as they be peripheral. And most importantly, a nest of prejudices wound together by hospitality: distrust of strangers elsewhere, but a welcome to those nearby.

This is the frontier, where the most vulnerable live. Where civilization turns to hunter, trapper, and wanderer, and law becomes lawlessness. It is a shoreline on many fronts; dust ebbing in and out in summer, snow in winter blowing in from the desert, a resentful tide drifting high and angry, erosive against the cliffs of society. But in the summer mankind spills back: a single sprinkler hopelessly wets a meager patch of unmowed lawn, the only green for miles, a sole taste of water upon the hissing and expansive August day. At night there is a light against darkness; a party roaring into the dawn, defiant; a beacon, an outpost; last refuge for those who stray.

It is an oasis of artifact. Civilization’s old skin sloughing off, flakes into the desert. There is a Lilliston. A bean rake. Jackson forks. Spud chain and driftwood and cast away tin, engines, a donkey, an old rusty storage tank. Inside, back issues of Reader’s Digest. Norman Rockwell prints. Elvis Presley on velvet. Stacks of Louis Lamour on the cement block and plywood shelves, above the old hi-fi.

One might see an element of hoarding here, a sort of material concupiscence, but no, it is rather a fascination, a resistance to wastefulness, a desire to rescue the expendable and the damned—as he, the scavenger, expendable and damned, will never be rescued. This desert rat, the scrounger, collects not wealth but assurance, wants shelter, not empire. Here, at the tenuous edge of the system called civilization, he can only glean and gather, only reap the already discarded. And happily so, for he need not take or be stolen from. He is free. Debtless, without ties, free. His minimal wants sated, his most feared dread assuaged.

***

Now to the river, the other edge—ten, twenty miles away. To Abe’s, the king of scavengers.

He has a few cattle to graze the bottomlands. A trout hatchery, to take advantage of a meagerly flowing stream. A small acreage of alfalfa. A boat dock, charging a dollar a car—some pay, most don’t: Abe just shrugs, either way.

His first swather stands where he left it, where he adjudged it irreparable, by four identical Case tractors—three crippled, robbed of parts for the one yet working. Down in the bottoms is a dragline, last operated twenty years ago, abandoned where it finished its last job. Scattered elsewhere: a potato combine, a baler, a grain binder, a cement mixer, all testimonies to enterprise past.

Thistles, vines, Russian olive saplings tug at the machinery’s right to existence. Kick the soil, you might bring up a board, left there a decade past. Abe looks, remembers. “Had sheep here once,” he says. “Burned down in sixty-two.” A horseshoe—“I bet that’s off old Chase, never could keep a shoe on him”—a bottle, a coyote trap, a can of Aero Club.

Chaos, one might wrongly say, for method abounds upon perusal. A host of devices hold together his self-sustaining system. The Jensen gate, the joke goes: a piece of twine or wire. The Jensen plug: a stick, or a cork after a recent drinking bout. Other devices: a piece of inner tube and a clamp. A rock and a two by four. Stick another nail in it, wrap it with another piece of wire—if you can’t hammer it or cut it with a pair of pliers, it’s too complex to do any good.

There’s one battery on the farm—after all, you can only drive one vehicle at a time. If you need the truck, get the battery and install it in the truck. If you need the tractor, move the battery to it. He is frugal, except with his time—time he has. And resourcefulness. He has no money to waste, only money to save for that rainy day. He’s seen the Great Depression—he vaccinated the whole town of Thomas for smallpox.

His place is paid for, as are his other dilapidated belongings. They’re his, not the goddamn bank’s—he “don’t owe them a fuckin’ cent.” He’s rich enough, too, to turn down the half-million dollar offers for his farm from potato farmers and developers. What would he do with that kind of money? And what would he do without work, besides die?

The desert rat, the river rat, at the edge of one system, where gravity pulls the least. Society’s free ions, they can move from civilization’s tightly bound core as few of us can, skipping across the edges of the Snake River valley.

NO SAGE

This afternoon I attend a graduate seminar in the philosophy of science, but this morning I work a more lowly task, ridding gophers from the field adjoining my parents’ farm.

 After a decade spent losing rural restraints, I find myself courting them again. Having fought isolation and ignorance, alcohol, drugs, and poverty, then having fled them for academia, I discovered just more of the same.

Rural ignorance propelled me to the city, academic ignorance now drives me back—I seek a knowledge which will reconcile the two. Thesis, antithesis, syntheses—from the grave Hegel is proud, seeing his philosophy enfolding, but I am filled with a sour irony.

Houghland’s pasture is filthy with gophers. Mounds of fresh soil rise everywhere, some unfinished, holes still open. In less than an hour I set forty traps, zigzagging toward my parents’ home. I leave the shovel embedded at the last trap and cross the rest of the field, walk through the open gate and up the lane.

My mother, expecting me, has breakfast ready. My father beams that I work in the field, but she walks a narrow emotional line, wanting to hide her dismay but nonetheless wishing to shame me, disappointed I’ve not taken to prestigious academia.

I summon no pride killing animals, conjure no shame for rejecting university bureaucracy. I am bemused, knowing there is no beaten path for me to follow. This I wish to explain but know I can’t, and yield silently to my parents’ expressions—they will wrestle between themselves later.  I seek the clean mind, the distilled thought connecting every thread of reality, but I refuse to live removed from baseness. My father doesn’t understand that I gain no pleasure in marking the physical world, while my mother cannot fathom that I desire no social prestige. The world and academia possess different meanings for them—I cannot give them mine, explain that the death and dirt of my everyday reiterates my nature, that it keeps me from the false comfort I seek.

***

Gandhi’s wife cleaned the toilets; I trap the gophers. Honor fills every task, but not every task is honored. I try to merge the ideal with the real, dirty myself in the field each morning and polish my mind at the university each afternoon, but rarely can I fully embrace the two. Instead I swing eclectically between the fictional poles—as I trap pushing away city ways, as I study trying to forget my morning drudgery.

I left the farming life because I despised the rural mind. Drawing on the written word, I expected a higher level of being in the educated, those removed from isolation and hard labor. Tired of pettiness and bigotry, I clutched the thought of academics free of human frailties. An academic now, I am freed of that image, for every rural weakness I sought to escape still comes just as easily to me.

I check my traps on the way back to my vehicle—three-fourths have gophers, bodies still warm and limp. I re-set these in other holes. I tabulate my earnings—they will pay for my education and my family's groceries—and try to place myself in a Zenlike posture.

Remove society’s value of the academic, society’s neglect of the trapper, find the essence of each. Thought, action, neither one nor the other—I try to just be, but by trying fail. I poise myself between the false polarity in my mind, for a moment feel at ease. I am learning, learning to take my mind from rural and urban ignorance, learning to own the ignorance that is mine, learning to learn from those from whom I turn. Tat tvam asi—that art thou: what I see and despise most probably mirrors what I cannot accept in myself. Their ignorance is mine, so I must look inward and see.

***

Theravada Buddhism teaches that nirvana comes to the enlightened, freeing them from pain and suffering, this world of birth and death. Mahayana Buddhists see this leaving the world as a form of selfishness—which the Buddha cautioned against.

The Mahayanas claim those reaching nirvana come back to the world to share understanding with the unenlightened, for if any remain in darkness then all do. These “bodhisattvas” sacrifice heaven for the sake of those suffering, foregoing the self’s extinction and embracing pain.

No boddhisattva, I have nonetheless witnessed light, however dim. But I return from that light to learn, not to teach. I reach not away for nirvana, but into the world, for the pain of samsara. I need the containment of birth and death, an end and a beginning to define my life. A dawn, a dusk, a sky, a ground, a border in place and time. There will be no synthesis of these opposites—unless ignorant I exist as that union, its dissonance expressed in my mind, its assonance in my being. 

Let me disagree with the Mahayana Buddhists. The sage returns not to enlighten, but to regenerate the chaos of life. He forgets and denies what he knows, plunges himself into ignorance. If one remains ignorant all do—only this way can life continue. Thesis, antithesis, synthesis: change, birth and death: these and all the other names of life spoken from different perspectives, chanted from different eras.

***

My vision changes as I drive the twenty-five miles homeward. Space lessens, population increases, my thoughts transform. I shower and change my clothes, drive another twenty miles to the university. I head to class, see mirrored in the students’ faces a part of myself I am unwilling to accept. I see them blind because I am blind, eyeless and pathless and stumbling.

I raise myself above those blind students, above the blind self professing to see them, and in the blended darkness for a moment feel what might pass for a shard of perfection: meaninglessness at the personal level, meaning in the nexus of selves. Not me, not them, but between us, lies the path I must try to walk. 

I sit at the seminar table, with professor and fellow students pick apart old ideas to make room for the new. How different is this, I think, digressing from the discussion at hand, than the farmer eradicating one species, the gopher, so the other he desires may prosper.

No right, no wrong; no improvement, no better way—only change, a replacing of one with another. In this futility I once found redundance, a terrible strangling despair. Now, having looked for something right, something different, something better, and having found, then lost them in an awe-full synthesis, I am humored. Not joy, not despair, but interest in the movement of life—this is the best I can summon, and this, for me, is enough.

Because it must be.

RURAL CHARACTER, IN THREE PARTS

Three random cores in two thousand tell a leafcutter bee buyer a board’s worth, but three moments of a life give just image.

Here are three instances of one life:

In the river bottoms an Angus heifer lolls exhausted on her side, mired in sour muck. Her calf—just pulled, still wet and wobbly—nudges her, its first impulse seeking drink. She moans weakly, her hindquarters paralyzed by the difficult birth.

My father drives to the yard, returns with hay and a bucket of fresh water. He works the heifer’s teats, draws colostrum into a plastic bottle. I hold the calf, he pries its mouth open, forces in the nippled container. He closes the calf’s mouth, squeezing the nipple. Warm, yellowish liquid dribbles out. We repeat the procedure until the calf learns to suck from the surrogate udder.

The heifer has milk fever, her body’s calcium spent creating her offspring’s bones. She doesn’t rise for weeks. Each morning and night my father or I bring her food and water, each day we drag her away from the bacteria filled backwaters she crawls toward. He gives her dextrose in her jugular vein, another bottle of calcium in the muscle, vaccinates her that she becomes well.  Spring moves into summer, flies and mosquitoes thicken, the leafed-out trees keep her in darkness and misery. My father strains to lift her rear, tries to coerce her thousand pounds to walk. I push her head against her side, tempting anger. After weeks she finally walks, struggles off the dank bottoms toward the light on the hill.

***

The steer bellers from below the cliff he has fallen over. Behind him the river swirls, too deep and swift to swim. My father gets the old Moline tractor, lassoes the frightened animal and ties the rope to the loader. He carefully raises the bucket—we cannot afford to lose the steer. The tractor strains, lifts. The steer’s front legs come first, raise higher, higher, until we see his head rise above cliff’s edge. The back legs come, dangle free off the ground. The calf bawls, disturbed by simulated flight. 

The rope slips. The steer jerks, slackens. Instantly we know.

My father backs the tractor up, pulls the dead steer to dry ground, his head lolling on a broken neck.

He drives to the local bar, returns with A.J., one of the jobless regulars, following. He directs him to the body, leaves gruffly to finish the chores. A.J.’s son, wielding axe and hatchet, butchers his family’s meat for the year, his father shouting instructions, beer in hand.

***

Heifer after heifer gives difficult birth. Our thoughtlessness months earlier allowed the bull into the wrong pasture, where he serviced females far too young. Now, barely of proper breeding age, they are bearing. One lies further up in the pasture, paralyzed. Two others died during birth. Most of the newborns die as we pull them—we no longer expect to save any. 

A swollen vulva. A black and white nose, vanilla hooves nudging out, the wombsack already broken. The mother on her side, weary. My father ties twine around the hooves, leans his two hundred pounds and pulls. I stretch the heifer’s tail back to widen the vagina. The calf does not budge.

We try again, a different angle, but fail. Again. The same. The heifer’s and my father’s breathing are equally labored.

He backs the pickup close, strings a come-along between calf and bumper. Slow, deliberate, he jacks the device. Muscle and bone tauten, strain. Something rips. A deep, moaning cry. He jacks the come-along another notch. 

The heifer slides toward the truck—the calf will not come, not an inch.

I lie on the mother, try to keep her stationary, as we try again and again to assist the birth. A half hour passes, an hour. The calf’s swollen tongue lolls, hardens—already it is dead. My father jumps in the truck, the come-along still attached to the lifeless hooves. He pops the clutch, the heifer jerks in agony. The calf does not move.

Red-faced, he gooses it again. No result. He slams the door closed, drives hard in a circle, a bovine wail dragging behind. 

I can’t watch, swear I will never eat meat again.

***

I sit at the café, gather friction. The farmers grouse, raise my ire. I register a snide judgment, try to condemn them, but cannot. Against each bigoted action and every ignorant statement, a kindness stands out in my mind, erasing my contempt toward them:  Lee Ray paying his help better than he has to, providing decent living quarters to his alien Mexican workers; Seth, plowing the neighbors’ lanes out in the winter; Alex, helping out with old Jack’s yard, now that Louise is blind. 

Generosity. Kindness. Thoughtlessness. Cruelty. Contradictory measures, of good traits and bad, in my father, in these farmers, in all of us. I look at another, see what I wish; look to myself, do the same. I make my father and the farmer seem mythic, turning my eyes from the bad; as easily I paint them as devils, refusing to witness the good. From either perspective the truth evades me—I cannot be accurate, ever, portraying myself or another.

Today’s farmers are imperfect as farmers always have been—moreso now as the world widens to give us more opportunity to scrutinize them. My complaint against them, almost trivial, aims more at their thoughts than their actions. I am angry not because they think differently than I, but that they refuse to think. I wish them to hold a mirror to their thoughts, lift as well a mirror for my own, give us in the act some version of at least partial truth.

Fact, not idea, ruled my father’s life. The weather, the bank, the market defined his existence. Allowed room for compassion he found it, if not his cruelties emerged. Rarely a God, never a devil, his light shed constant, if dim. Reared in that secure penumbra, I can see beyond the range of his vision.

A ragged shadow rose in that weakened light, much like in Plato’s cave. Ignoring its indistinct edges, I chiseled form to the characteristics I desired: self-efficiency, industry, endurance. I backed away; my creation stood in relief. I named him, worshipped him, forgetting that I made him. The family farmer. Jefferson’s robust, honest yeoman.

Older now, eyes elsewhere, I stir the creator’s rubble. I attend to the discarded bits: the farmer’s resentfulness, his cloisteredness, ignorance and belligerence. Seeing the entirety, I witness my myth crumble, fall—but only in my mind, not others’.

That same myth is fact to these men at the counter, still believing themselves self-sufficient, self-made, despite the vast corporate networks supporting them; calling themselves the original environmentalists, despite their ruinous actions. Man’s eyes contort, see only bad in others, good in themselves: both versions myths, lifted from the shadows of their histories. I search the myths’ rubble, then fashion my own—as distorted.

Man builds myths, destroys them, adjudging them right or wrong. As commonfolk I make gross generalities, as rationalist tear them apart. As either I forget that myth’s value lies in rumination, not judgement. Against life no myth holds credence. But in a life, as in a myth, we may dwell on the compassionate instance, worship its brief existence: a man goes to the river, succors the paralyzed; in poverty, feeds those more impoverished. In his cruelty we may witness our own, avoid its birth by preventing its conception.

Fashioned from history’s shadow, the family farmer exists only as myth. Today’s farmer masks his evils with that image, I use the same standard to belittle him. Together we usher that myth toward extinction, inadvertently destroy something we both hope survives—those traits the myth represents. The farmer is human, imperfectly caring for land and animals, as I am in care of family and friend. His kindnesses are erratic, like his cruelties—like mine, like yours, like ours. Like me he needs succor, and if he must suffer in the birthing of a new myth, I should assist him, ease his pain.

I need a new myth, part rubble, part sculpted form, holding shadow as well as light. I need to fashion a man without resentment, a man more benevolent than sinful, always aware of his sins. A man able and self-sufficient, a steward, no fool or lackey. A man ignorant, but knowing his ignorance; knowledgeable, aware of his knowledge’s limit.

And the myth I fashion should be no measure against which to fail, nor a mask with which to hide the truth. Not to injure, nor protect, but a myth—just a myth—not to worship, but to emulate.

***

A last instance.

We are on our way to church, dressed in Sunday best. The road is deep mud, and we come upon our neighbor’s car—the elderly widow’s Chevy is stuck. My father wades into the mud, hooks a chain to her axle, pulls her out. 

His clothes muddy, we must return home, missing church.

See in it negligence of family, see in it compassion for others. Measure then your resentment or your blessing, name yourself as you have named him.

Stalled on our way to reverence, we each need assistance, but moreso we need to provide it. If we must strip our myths, we must clothe their believers, suffer as we, not them. Modern agriculture stands between us and our reverence for the world; the farmer needs our help on his way. 

RECURSIVENESS

Trapping the old place I retrace youthful steps, marking as I walk the land’s changes. The irregular fields we flooded thirty years ago have yielded to symmetry and sprinklers. The high waste areas that refused water’s level now rise lush, their arid and diverse features erased. An uninterrupted field of wheat replaces the ten thousand details, the briar and brush, blackbirds and badgers; a glance gleans but one perception.

But evidence of the past remains. The rocky knolls that resisted my father’s will refuse the current farmer’s, too. Where a ditch once separated crops a barely discernable hump snakes through the grain. Places leveled for water’s flow still show gravel or whitened clay, and the sharp drop-offs where topsoil was cut away yet speak their tales. Over there, in a low valley, the soil retains a thick, peaty humus, left from a pasture since plowed under. These details and a myriad others I know—when I go they will just be brief sediment in the landscape’s collective unconscious.

I walk these areas, for here the gophers cluster as they did a quarter century prior. They seek difference as we all do—the sudden slope, the change in soil composition, the security of a lone rock standing in a surrounding, flat terrain: they cling to the past, the familiar.

The old pasture fences are gone, their posts and barbed wire a hindrance to the transport of sprinklers. But they stand in my mind like my prior selves, demarcating one place, one time from another. I have traveled little further than has the land these many years—which is to say, hardly at all—but the surfaces of both self and terrain show the wear of gradual shift. Little gatherings of dust, blown to the borders. Exposed areas, the earth’s upper skin ripped away for another’s convenience. Drifts of dark green where the soil is fertile, slashes of yellowing where not. I can move the earth, I can level my faults, but what lies below seems unchanging. Paradoxically, I don’t know which troubles me more: my constancy or its shifting surface.

Everywhere about me a past arises. Bits of terrain evince memory, others inspire question. The land’s most prominent features remain, resistant to modernity—but for how long: when does the old ditch, now a mere hump of soil, become only a rib of habit on which to turn?

Those eroded habits slip into my life without my knowing. I back away from the open flatlands, feel something of comfort in the slight rise behind me. And so the Old Testament rears its head as I seek vengeance for a stepson’s petty misdeed. The Tao Te Ching flows as I yield and envelope another person’s anger. My father’s suspicion darkens my vision, while my mother’s quick judgement mars my acts. Family and culture, the terrain to which I cling, move bit by bit as my life, and this thing called my self is but a momentary feature upon it. A desert long ago, a farm once, now just an unbroken field in which the details seem more difficult to find.

Rock wears away but compressed re-arises, erupts to build more prominent features. A farmer carves a field from a desert, another erases it with masks of the following era; I walk the bridge between them. The shifting, the shifting, the movement of soil from here to there, by man or nature, wind or tractor, family or government. There is always return, past and future the same but for the limits of our abilities to see them as one. Knowing this, I can still only inhabit this place and no other, must stay here and not go there. A broadened perspective does not necessitate a widened domain.

***

I stand inside a bee domicile, watch the leafcutters slip from hole to hole, seeking nests. Offered a surplus of cavities, the females choose first those at the edges, laying their eggs at the points of difference: the perimeters of the pine boards, the dark knots, the burned-in brands declaiming my ownership. Anywhere that bespeaks a change, something other than the sameness of the one hundred and forty thousand suburbia-like tunnels before them. Choosing a cavity, a persona of sorts, each returns again and again with the stuff of its life—its work, its offspring, its history.

I seek change, I seek sameness, I need both. I need this self, to be here in this cavity and only here, but I need to depart it, as well. I crave to leave, be the land as it shifts and is shifted, laughing at my need to make my mark, my brief flyspeck on eternity. I cling to difference, to the fringes of economic and social systems, to the places where space still lies in relative plenty. But I wish, too, for sameness—the maintaining of a landscape and a past in which differences retain importance.

***

I see a fresh mound at the remnants of an old rock pile. The Mexican laborers have worked at the knoll over the years, making it traversable, but the most deeply rooted rocks remain. There the gopher seeks refuge, away from the open spaces that powerful modern equipment can tear at. In solitude find refuge, reads a Sufi adage—it is true even for the lowly gopher.

I find his open hole, set the trap, imagine the rodent huddling below. I am huddling, too, in this space away from the television and shopping center and corporate world. The nation and world to me seems a universe imploding, clustering around urban areas and flocking from the rural. Hit ‘em where they ain’t, if it’s baseball; move to the open spot if it’s basketball: I find the seams where one can still scavenge, in peace, away from the hustle.

Every cycle, however violent, must make some sort of return. This movement of technology so troubling to me will someday pass—I huddle near this thought, seeking comfort but finding little. A minute hope, a feature barely discernable upon an increasingly barren terrain, still it is the most solid bit of my past, the only true difference I possess. And though outside my den the trappers wait as they have long waited, outside the cavity I call my self the parasites wait as they too they have always waited, threaten as they always threatened, knowing this cycle and having this miniscule hope, my terror lessens.

Trapper and trapped, the desert and the farm, the singular field of wheat, the same, the different—inside all these is a beauty I can sense, but will only fully know when my last cycle has ended.

