“Signs and Wonders”


“It’s time!  It’s time!” shouted the pig-tailed girl, coming in breathless from the heavy snow.  Ruth and Deborah looked at each other, while Charlie merely raised his thick, grey eyebrows at the girl, assessing her credibility from behind his newspaper.  Being city-folk, and guests, Malory and I just followed everyone else’s lead and sat still.


“No, really.  This time it’s for real!” 


“What did you see, Lizzie?” Charlie asked.


“There’s some kinda gooey bag comin’ out its pussy,” Lizzie said, crinkling her nose.  She tried not to grin too much, pretending that she was conversant with the language of the farm; but it’s not too often an eleven-year-old girl gets away with using a word like “pussy” among adults.

We quickly threw on our jackets and boots, and stepped out into the afternoon whiteness, Charlie in the lead.  Single file, we stepped into one another’s footprints, Ruth and Deborah following their father while their young cousin Lizzie shuffled quickly behind.  Malory held one hand back to mine, lest she should fall, the other resting on her pregnant belly.  We were going to witness a birth.

The snow lay thick across the fields, and upon the fir trees.  Occasionally, a branch would give in to the heaviness and unload, sending a profusion of crystal splinters into the air.  The shallow creek was frozen and smooth, cleared of snow at the bend near the house, ready for impromptu hockey games.  There was no noise from the road or the world outside, and yet the snow seemed to accentuate the crunch beneath our feet, the friction of our jackets, our puffing breath.  It was like wearing foam earplugs, which both dull and intensify sounds.


As we approached the log fence, Charlie lifted away the bicycle innertube which he used to keep the gate secure.  A cow that had been resting there turned and began a gentle trot towards her comrades, a lowing mass, their hot breath fuming from their mouths and nostrils, huddled around two disintegrating bails of hay in the middle of the field.


“Which one is it?” Charlie called out, without looking back, as we approached the great brown barn.


“The red one,” Lizzie called back, and skipped a little.


“You mean Penelope?” said Ruth.  “Dad, you didn’t tell me Penelope was calving today.  I would’ve called Jamie.”


“I told everyone I’d brought the black one and the red one in this morning,” Charlie replied.


“Dad,” Deborah groaned, “you have four dozen cows calving at the same time.  How’s anyone supposed to know which red you’re talking about?”


“Oh, I dunno,” said the old man with a smile, as he opened the barn door.  “I can never remember the names you girls are always giving them.”  Charlie didn’t like giving names to things he’d eventually sell to the slaughterer, though neither Ruth nor Deborah saw any hypocrisy in it.


“Let’s have a look at you, old girl,” said Charlie as we all piled into the stall. The large animal’s tail was raised, and a glistening bag of fluid hung tautly from her backside.  Charlie rolled his shirtsleeve up to his shoulder, and worked his arm inside, somewhat adding to the discomfort of the eight-hundred-pound beast.  “She’s ready all right.  I can feel a hoof. Looks like we’ll probably have to help her out some.  Ruth, grab those two hooks on the other side of the railing there.  No, not there, there!” he said impatiently, whipping his finger at the spot.  He started to pull his arm back out, and as he did so, hot steam rose from the green gloss which covered it.  When his arm was finally out, I could see two small hooves protruding idly.  Penelope bellowed her disapproval.  The rest of us watched silently.  Charlie smeared the goo from his hands onto his jeans.


He worked quickly, wrapping a lightweight chain around the hooves, and then running each the hooks, which had a handle at one end, through a link of the chain.  He dug his heels into the mud and straw and began to pull.  Penelope bellowed again.  Soon a few inches of the leg were visible, but Charlie had to get a better grip on the handles. The legs sucked back in.


“Can I help you pull?” I asked, blowing into my fists to keep them warm.


“Naw, I don’t think so.  This ol’ bitch can be pretty mean sometimes.  You just stick around though.”


Ruth and Deborah were chatting to themselves about who had moved out of Rock Creek, and who was moving back, like they were people waiting for a bus.  Lizzie wasn’t nearly so blasé, and she and Malory watched eagerly from beyond the safety of the pen.  Charlie grabbed tightly onto the chains again, sat down on the slop of the floor, braced his feet against the cow’s backside, and began to pull hard.


“It doesn't look like it hurts her too much,” Mallory said.


“Just think, Mal,” I said with a gleeful smile, patting my wife's pregnant belly, “a few more months, and this'll be you!”


Laughing, she feigned contempt for the comparison.  “I hardly think the doctors will use hooks and chains in the hospital.”


“That’s not what he means, Mal,” added Deborah.  “He’s calling you a cow!”  More laughter.  “Are you gonna let him talk like that?”  Malory just laughed and grinned excitedly at me, and I at her.  Just a few more months.


“Aw shit!” said Charlie, grunting with effort.  We all stopped laughing.  “The sonvabitch is breech!  Ruth, go get the respirator from the little shed.”  Before I could look up, she was already out of the barn.  I could see now that the legs that were coming out were hind legs, and the thickness of the little calf’s rump was what was making Charlie struggle so much.  “Now, Greg, when I get her out you’re going to have  to help me lift ‘er—urgh! Come on, you, come on—”


“Why, what’s wr—”


“It’s drowning,” said Ruth, returning with a long plastic cylinder, like a piston, with a soft, foam-ringed facemask at one end.  Her hands were moving quickly to fit the pieces together.  “If it’s backwards and the sac breaks, it’ll try to start breathing on its own.  Its nose is up with its forelegs, and usually it’d be able to start breathing before the rest of the head was out.  Now we’re going to have to try to use this to force air into its lungs.  Maybe.”


“Here comes!” shouted Charlie. There was no time to take it all in.  The calf’s body was sliding out of its mother, falling limply to the floor.  Again, hot steam was rising, now from the sopping coat of a black calf.  Charlie shuffled over to listen at its head.  There was a distinct gurgle that even I could hear, but the animal itself did not seem to be moving.  

Ruth handed Charlie the respirator, and placed her hand on the calf’s chest.  
“There’s a pulse,” she declared, and moved back to give her father room.  He fitted the foam ring over the calf’s snout and began to pump.  Its chest moved ever so slightly with the first and second pumps, then nothing.  

“Her lungs are full of shit.  Greg, grab her legs and lift her up.”

I took the calf by both ankles and began to lift.  The warm wetness of the newborn felt soothing to my icy hands.  I got the newborn off the floor, but under her weight her slime-coated legs were slipping from my grasp.  Suddenly, a frothy green liquid came gurgling out of the calf’s mouth.  “That’s it, set it down now,” instructed the old man.  He began to pump again, only this time the chest cavity expanded noticeably.  He took the pump off her snout, and there came the laboured sound of a slowly deflating football.  “Ruth, you push down on her chest here now.”

So, repeatedly, Charlie inflated and Ruth deflated the calf’s lungs, checking afterward that the pulse was still there.  It was.  It wasn’t.  She wasn’t sure.  No, that was a pulse.  Yet the animal did not move.  It did not breathe. Lizzie was trembling, gripping her hands tightly to the cold steel fence bar in front of her.  Malory looked at me, her brow in furrows, begging for reassurance.  I had none to give, and so looked back to the rescue effort continuing in front of me. Finally, after fifteen minutes, even I, who had no knowledge of such things, could see the cloudy film of death wash over the calf’s motionless eyes.  

Charlie stopped pumping, and looked over at Lizzie.  Her eyes pleaded with his to keep at it, but he only said, “That’s a darn shame.  This was the nicest one yet.  Don’t you think, Ruthie?  This’s gotta be at least 10 poun’s heavier than that last one.  What a shame.”  Lizzie turned away to hide her sniffles in her coat sleeve.

Malory was gone. 

I moved quickly outside, and found her leaning up against the fence, looking out at the misshapen queue of expectant bovines in the field.  Her eyes were red and wet; tears were already dangling from her jaw.

“What does that mean, Greg?  What does that mean?”

I didn’t answer her, but only tried to look at her with compassion, to try to understand what fears women have.

“Why did that have to happen?” she said, still sobbing.

“I don’t know; it just happened.”

“But why now?  What does that mean?”

“It doesn't mean anything.  Some calves die, that's all.  And what about all the ones that didn’t?  Look at that little one over there, and that one.  This calf was just born backwards.  The doctors in hospitals know how to handle things like that.  What happened here had nothing to do with us.  Don’t worry.  Everything is fine; you're going to be fine.”  But she had me thinking, too.  I understood that a certain percentage of calves do die each year—babies too.  It was the timing—the first we’d seen—that made it difficult to get past.

I don’t know what Charlie did with it, nor what he did with the mother, who in her own grief had butted him with her head when he tried to remove the dead calf, but it was some time before he joined the rest of us inside, nursing a tender hip.  He didn't say much, but that was normal for him.  His clothes added to our pile, he went off to bed as usual, while the rest of us got out cards and hot chocolate.  We started the first of several cycles of laundry.

The next day, there was another birth for us to watch, and this time a calf was born healthy.  Its mother licked the wetness from its coat to make it dry and warm, and we all smiled with the satisfaction that the natural order had been restored.  

But on the quiet car ride home, back to the city, back to the security of chrome and glass and traffic lights, those delicate, clouded eyes haunted me.  Four dozen calves, and we had to see the one that died.  Just bad timing, I thought.  That’s all.  Very bad timing.



