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ONE

Was it just last month that Hilary, Sophie, and I were discussing Sophie’s goat-keeping problems? After tea in my living room in Lofton, I remember saying to Sophie, “They’re beguiling, mischievous, lovable, and charming, but forget it, dear. I’m not going to play mother to your goats.”

“You don’t have to mother them,” my dear friend Hilary Oats snarled at me. “For Pete’s sake, Sophie isn’t asking you to mother them. Just be there. It’s only for a few days, and, anyhow, I’ll do all the work.”

“See, Tish, Hilary says he’ll do all the work.” That unlikely pronouncement was from my tall, lovely, unrelated niece. The same adjectives I used for the goats could as easily apply to Sophie—beguiling, yes—lovable and charming, too, but at the moment exasperating.

The scenario painted by Sophie and Hilary rolled out in front of me like a familiar rug. It was no effort for me to imagine Hilary standing on Sophie’s porch, the Times crossword under his arm, waving his pipe to punctuate his comments and directions for the barnyard operations. With equal ease, I could see myself conned into chasing an errant kid, soothing a troubled goat, or squishing through the mud to fall into the feeding trough.

“Nope,” I said. “We’ve been through all this before.” Even to myself I sounded mean, but when Sophie had plunged into the goat business, I had taken a firm stand about goat sitting. “I’m too old to be a nanny.”

“Very funny.” Hilary displayed his lopsided smile. “Isn’t she, Sophie?”

Hilary always took Sophie’s side. Maybe it’s because they’re both so tall they share a special kind of ozone. Hilary with his angular Nordic face could be the laird of some clan in the Outer Hebrides, though he’d tower over most Scotsmen. He explained to anyone who’d listen that since his eightieth birthday last week he’d been shrinking. At last count he was down to six feet three inches. Or maybe all the cooking they do together forged a deeper bond than one would expect. Maybe it was just love. We both loved Sophie. She was my cousin Marian’s stepdaughter. Brought up in Hawaii, she had blown into my life a year ago while pursuing a career as a commercial photographer. She left her job to move in with me. We shared both perilous and rewarding times together, but I was relieved when she moved on and I could call my house my own. I quarrel with the notion that I’m set in my ways. It’s just that I’m accustomed to being alone and like it that way. There’s my dog Lulu, of course, but that’s different.

“I won’t be gone long, Tish, but I just have to go to that seminar in San Angelo. I’ll learn so much. And then just two days in Tulsa. I’ve never been a godmother before, and Tansy’s really counting on me.”

“No, no, no!” My fist made a couple of artifacts bounce on the curly maple table beside me.

Hilary frowned in silence while I massaged my hand. Sophie sighed.

With what was left of a small inheritance from her aunt, Sophie had bought a dilapidated farm in nearby Clement Hollow. Even the most persuasive realtor couldn’t have sold the place on the basis of what fun it would be to “fix it up.” It was a matter of debate whether the land or the house was drearier, and dreary is hard to come by in southern Vermont. Except for a clearing on either side of the dirt road and a small corral around the barn, the land was covered with rocks, dense brush, and struggling saplings. Sophie called it Goat Heaven. Hilary said it looked like a meteor had dropped on the place.

The small weathered barn was Sophie’s delight. She pointed out that its roof was sound, which was very important, because goats don’t thrive in a damp and drafty place. The house was appalling. Two ancient prefabricated houses had been carelessly shoved together into the shape of an angle iron, while a miserable-looking triangular porch seemed to hold the two parts together.

I had to smile at Sophie. Standing on her turf like a reigning monarch, she surveyed her kingdom with sparkling eyes. Working a notepad out of the back pocket of her jeans, she leaned over and detached a pen clipped to her boot.

“Paint,” she said as she wrote. “It’ll need some paint.” She held up her hand to forestall our comments. “But that’s not numero uno. The fence is first, and that’s a pro job. Newt and his nephew are going to start on it tomorrow. The goats are coming Saturday, and William the Conqueror will be here a few days after that.”

Sophie had bought seven does and kids from a farmer in Londonderry, and William the Conqueror was to be a gift from her father. A highly productive Australian cashmere buck to start her herd.

“Do you mean to tell me a goat—a buck—can cost seven thousand dollars?” Hilary asked.

“Oh, yeah. Even more. Try ten grand. It’s a great animal.”

“I’m astonished,” said Hil. “What did you have to pay for the other goats?”

“I’ll have to wait to see how many are delivered. But I figure it’s about a hundred dollars apiece.”

The prices meant nothing to me. I had no idea what a cow or a pig cost, let alone a goat.

“All the way from Australia, Hil,” said Sophie. “Imagine the expense. I mean, that’s real money; it’s a real production. I mean, he’s gotta be in quarantine for weeks. And the shipping. But it’ll be worth it.”

“How about embryos?” Hilary asked. “I hear they do that. Wouldn’t that be simpler? Cheaper?”

“Even that’s expensive,” Sophie said. “Say you pay six or seven thousand dollars for some embryos from, say, Mongolia or Australia. First they’ve got to put the embryos in something sort of like a bar straw in a liquid solution with something in it for the embryos to feed on while they travel and sit in quarantine. That’s not all. These thermoslike containers have to be kept upright. Then you gotta pick them up at the airport and get the vet on the ready. He’s gotta put ’em in the does and they say that even after all that, seven times out of ten it doesn’t work. So what do you think? Am I not so crazy?”

“Maybe you’re right.” Hilary wanted to know how much William’s fleece would be worth, and shuddered when Sophie guessed the price at about $50. “A year? Why am I asking these questions?” He raised his hands in a heavenly direction.

The roof was the best part of the barn. The rest needed a lot of work, and Hilary had been very generous with his time. He enjoyed carpentry but told me it drove him crazy when Sophie’s boarder, Mike Flynn, insisted on helping him. As an unemployed actor and part-time waiter, Mike had plenty of time to spare. Hil imagined him weasling his way into Sophie’s affections, and in Hil’s opinion no one was good enough for her—certainly not Mike Flynn.

The barn didn’t worry me. I was afraid the house would fall on top of Sophie, or just give up and fall over sideways, with Sophie enmeshed in wallboard and rotted linoleum.

Hilary, hunched in the wing chair, was still frowning. Sophie sighed again.

I spoke. “You did hear me, dear. No, I will not take care of your goats.” I spelled it out: “N-O.”

“I hear you, Tish. I hear you. So—you really mean it. So now I’ll do what Dad’s wanted me to do all along.”

Sophie’s constant communication with her father in Hawaii had been reflected in my telephone bills the previous year.

“And what’s that, dear?” I entertained a wild hope that Sophie’s dad would come himself. Sophie needed him. Hilary was ten years older than I, too old to be teetering on ladders and clinging onto beams slippery with bat guano.

“I’m going to ask Sandy to come up and move in with me.”

“Sandy? Oh—your brother.” A tingle of apprehension touched my scalp. “I thought he was still in Hazelton.”

“No, he’s out. He’s clean.” Sophie spread her long fingers to display her blameless palms. “Let’s hope it lasts this time.”

My mind couldn’t focus on her words as she chattered on about the wonderful detoxification center at Hazelton and its record of success.

“I think he’ll be fine,” she said. “He loves animals, and you’ll love him, Tish.”

I had just met Sophie the year before and had never met her brother. There were adjectives about him that filtered through—sweet, smart, talented. Unstable. But I couldn’t remember hearing the precise nature of his addiction. The tingle turned into an involuntary shudder.

“He’s in New York,” Sophie went on. “Dad thinks it’s a bad place for him.”

“Doing what?” asked Hilary, his eyebrows framing the question.

“That’s the trouble. He’s not doing much of anything. He wants to get involved in environmental stuff.”

“I agree with your father,” I said. “I don’t see a guileless country boy coping with urban environment problems. Sophie, what will he do here? Can he really help you?”

“Oh, God, yes. There are a million things to do.”

I cupped my ear. “Did someone just tell me that there was nothing at all to do about goats—just be there?”

“Oh, you know, Tish. My house is falling apart. Not one damn door closes. The windows have to be propped open. And all the plywood is disintegrating. Sandy can help a lot.”

“Where will he sleep?” I wanted to take that question back the minute I asked it. It didn’t matter a hoot to me where he slept, but Sophie only had two bedrooms and presumably Mike Flynn was in one of them. I hoped my two empty guest rooms didn’t figure in her plans.

“In Mike’s room. He’s gone. Got a job in Great Barrington. What a slob. Keeps his clothes in a garbage bag. Gotta get home and clean up. He’s worse than goats.”

Mike Flynn didn’t appeal to me. Hil said it was because he looked like Elvis Presley. Elvis captured the generation after mine and not me. I’d never liked the sallow wet-haired type. Mike rated zero on one occasion when Sophie brought him for lunch. Hilary, who had made a glorious sausage quiche, blanched at Mike’s table manners. It’s one thing, we agreed, through ignorance to misuse the cutlery or to grasp a fork with your fist while cutting or to pile food on the back of your fork with a knife much like a plasterer with his trowel. I can even close my ears to those who slurp coffee and avert my eyes in the presence of food blowers, but to chew with your mouth open! Grotesque. I was pleased she sounded glad about his departure. Sophie certainly had something for the boys. I occasionally thought her ebullient personality landed her in the lap of unsuitable types, but I didn’t give it much thought. Not so Hilary. He acted like a dragon when presented to some of Sophie’s conquests. But somehow she could always disarm the old warrior.

“Gotta go.” Sophie put Lulu in my lap and kissed the top of my head. “I want to call Sandy. You’ll love him, Tish.” She blew a kiss to Hilary. “Behave yourselves, gang. Ta-ta.”

Hilary opened the door for Sophie and headed for the kitchen, suggesting that it was time for a drink.

Staring from the window at the top of Stratton mountain, I tried to empty my mind like a yogi and pretend thoughts were benign clouds and simply let them float by. It didn’t work.

“Here.” Hil handed me a scotch and soda. “I’ve got bad news for you, honey. My big old hook nose smells trouble.”

His nose was probably right. I shrugged and sipped my drink and turned my attention to the sight of enormously tall Hilary folding himself into a chair. With a grunt he raised his size 12 feet and plunked them on my petitpoint ottoman. He spilled tobacco from a mangled pouch that looked like a stuffed rodent; and after tamping the tobacco down with the end of my crystal letter opener, he took kitchen matches out of his breast pocket. One was never enough. In spite of being a reformed smoker, I loved the smell of pipe tobacco and even found Hil’s whole messy ceremony rather relaxing.

“Well, my friend,” Hil waved a cloud of smoke away, “tell me about brother Sandy.”

“I don’t want to talk about him. I don’t know any more about him than you do at this point.” With a tinge of bitterness, I added, “You’ll love him.”

“Guess you’re right. What happens happens. No point in a lot of half-assed philosophizing. Let’s go out on the porch. This is our first real spring day.”

What Hilary meant was that it wasn’t raining as it had been every day for a month. I tossed cushions onto the wicker chairs and we sat in companionable silence admiring our chosen slice of Vermont.

Across the street the general store was a perfect custard yellow. Our post office was a white toy-sized building with the American flag waving over window boxes filled with red and white geraniums. The Federal houses on either side of the street were also white, as was our picture-perfect church. The handsome Lofton Inn was just out of sight, but you could see the side of Pete’s garage, and beyond it the brick library.

Lulled by the satisfying scene and the twittery birds and mellow scotch, I said, “Hark, I think I hear Pan playing a happy tune.”

Hilary looked at me over his horn-rimmed glasses. “May I remind you, madam, that the word panic is a derivation of that particular Satyr’s name.”


TWO

The following weekend, Sophie called in high excitement. The goats had come. They were beautiful, she said, and William the Conqueror might be arriving any moment. Sandy had driven down to Hartford to pick him up at the airport. “Please,” Sophie begged, “would you hurry, hurry?”

Somewhere I had read or heard that goats like to be brushed, so I had put aside a couple of brushes that I thought would be appropriate. An old Scottish tale has it that no billy goat is visible for 24 consecutive hours as he must leave daily to visit the devil and have his beard combed. I could be the devil’s helper.

Lulu watched me pull on short rubber boots. The weather had improved, but the mud refused to give up its gooey grip. I put on my safari jacket and addressed Lulu. “I’ll take you, but you have to stay in the car.” I’m not dotty yet; I’ve always talked to animals. They seem to like it, and certainly after 10 years my alert little pug knew what I was saying.

On the drive over, I wondered if the goats would like Lulu. Though I expected them to be friendly and amiable, they might not recognize a pug as a dog. I reflected that from the Himalayas to Zululand and here at home, goats were kept as pets for the sheer pleasure of their company. Newton Cleary, Sophie’s neighbor, said goats respect (his word) horses, but haven’t much use for sheep. Apparently exasperated by their stupidity, they often butt the sheep. Race horses love goats. It’s an old and evil trick of criminal gamblers to steal a horse’s companion goat. The horse is so demoralized he has no heart for racing.

According to Newt, goats were also excellent sheep herders, being intrepid and instinctive leaders. Newt tells about the wonder of a goat’s invisible clock. He’d seen herds of goats let loose in the Northeast Kingdom who return home every night at 6:15. He said his two goats, tethered near the house, would bang on the kitchen window if they weren’t fed on time.

I crossed my fingers on the steering wheel and hoped that Sophie’s herd would have all the better instincts and sterling qualities of goatdom.

What a sight. I laughed as I stopped the car. Every rock in the small barnyard was topped with a goat surveying its new turf.

Sophie ran over. “What did I tell you, Tish? Goat heaven!” She clapped her hands like a delighted child. “Aren’t they gorgeous, aren’t they beautiful? They love it. They love my rocks.”

Gorgeous? That was straining, but I did agree they were beautiful. They made the shabby neglected farm come to life. As I watched, the white kids pirouetted from their rock perches to the ground below.

“Who’s he?” I pointed at a spavined creature with a long white beard.

“That’s Hairy Harry.”

“If you paid for him, don’t tell Hilary But a buck? Why another buck? What’s with William the Conqueror? Is he going to need help? Or perhaps advice from an elder?”

Sophie laughed. “I think he’s had his last hurrah. The Andersons said this group was so devoted to each other that they felt Harry would literally die if he was left behind, so I said I’d take him.”

Picasso would have loved Harry. His knobby knees held up an incredible armature of bones. One horn was shorter than the other and his ribs looked razor sharp. The hair was wearing off his tail. He plodded over and butted me gently in the stomach. I took one of the brushes out of my pocket and went to work on his coarse hair. He groaned sensuously.

One by one the animals came to look me over. The reception line seemed to be choreographed by Number Six, Melissa, an all-white doe. After she gave me a disconcerting oblongeyed look, she permitted a brown, white, and black doe to move in. The tag around her neck read “Shirley.”

“Saints above, who named these creatures?” I asked.

“Wait, Tish, it gets worse.”

And it did. The next doe was Tiffany, and still another gloried in the name Kimberly.

“Those two shy ones,” Sophie pointed at two multicolored does peering around a rock, “they’re Marsha and Courtney.”

“And you’re stuck with those names?”

“The Andersons are very pleased with their names, and Mrs. Anderson says I mustn’t change them. The goats would be upset.”

“What kind are they?”

“A mixture of Alpine and Toggenburg. I think she said Harry was a Saanen. Cashmere being my aim, it really doesn’t matter what breed they are.” Sophie smiled. “Here’s Newt.”

We didn’t hug, but I wouldn’t have minded. Newton Cleary was a round, white-haired old man always redolent of the stable smells I loved. We went way back. Newt used to deliver manure to Doug, my long-gone husband, who had cherished his strawberry patch and thought goat-soaked hay was the perfect mulch.

“Hey there, Tish.” Newt let loose with a stream of tobacco juice. I gasped. I had forgotten that particular unfortunate habit of his. The horrid brown goop always landed within inches of my foot. “How about this girl of yours with goats? Eh? Fine lookin’ herd. One thing I can tell you about these goats is that they ain’t going anyplace but inside that fence Hank and I built. If there’s one thing I know about, it’s about goats, and I’m telling you for a fact they know all about electricity so it’s no good putting up one of them fences. The big trick with fencin’ goats is to be darn good and sure there’s nothin’ they want on the other side. Curiosity is their middle name.”

Newt could talk all day and I loved to listen, but we were interrupted by Sandy’s arrival. Sophie’s beat-up station wagon drove up beside the gate, and out jumped a slight, deeply tanned young man. The platinum blond crest of hair made by his mohawk cut brought to mind a charioteer, maybe Phaeton, driving into the sun.

He shook his hands boxer-style over his head. “I got him. Here’s the champ. C’mon and meet William the Conqueror.”

Newt smiled. “They sure are brother and sister.” He poked me. “Let’s go see what this buck looks like.”

Before Sophie opened the back of the station wagon, a canary-yellow convertible skidded to a stop and a cheerful-looking man about my age stood up behind the steering wheel. He looked like a bird of paradise, with lime-green pants, a coral polo shirt, a yellow golf hat, and those awful mirror glasses.

I nudged Newt, nodding toward the jaunty newcomer. “Who’s he?”

“That’s Stu Simpson,” he said. “You know him. They moved up from Boston a few years ago. Has a real big garden, likes chicken, er, manure. But ya know, I’ll take horse manure any day—”

I interrupted. “Where do they live?”

“Just down the road. Got a brook in front of the house.”

“Big day,” Stuart Simpson said. “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Everyone’s waiting to see your million-dollar billy.” He came over and shook Sophie’s hand with both of his. “Congratulations, goat lady.”

Sophie sent Sandy in search of a plank for William’s exit from the wagon. When he came back, Newt stood on one side of the ramp and Sophie stood on the other and raised the gate. With lots of sweet talk and encouragement from all of us, the tired goat ignored our plank and jumped to solid ground and gave a tremendous sigh.

“Skinny,” Newt observed. “Smaller than I thought he’d be.”

“So would you be,” Sophie bristled, “if you’d been in quarantine for five weeks.”

Sandy was stroking the goat’s back. “You’ll be all right, kid!” He beamed. “The cashmere kid.”

Sophie put her arms around the white buck’s head and kissed him.

“Hey,” Simpson raised his voice, “let’s pull ourselves together, fellas. No more necking; let the poor guy get through the gate.”

Silently we all hung on the fence. I don’t know what each of us expected, but William the Conqueror’s reception was a non-event. The kids stared at him until Tiffany stepped into their view and nudged them aside. The other goats ignored him. Not even Harry gave him a tumble. For his part, William stood solidly, looking at everything and nothing.

“He’ll be okay,” Newt assured Sophie. “They’ll give him a hard time for a couple of days—maybe try to keep him away from the water. He’ll need a little looking after. But he’s a good one.” He patted Sophie’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, girl.” He turned to walk uphill toward his house. “I’ll look in on things.”

Simpson and I had introduced ourselves, and while Sophie had told me how much she liked the neighbors, I was glad to see for myself what a positive warm kind of person he seemed to be—and what with Newt in his house just uphill from goat heaven it would erase some of my worries about Sophie coping alone on this godforsaken farm.

Simpson started his car. “I’ll have some lettuce trimmings tomorrow. They’ll be good for the boss buck. I’ll bring them by.”

Idly stroking Tiffany’s back, Sophie looked over at her new star, William, and I could sense she was disappointed. William looked kind of puny. Sophie then told Sandy, “Cashmere goats don’t look all that much different from other goats. It’s just the size of their fiber that matters—and how good their yield.”

“Their hair?”

“Not the outer hair; it’s the soft fleece underneath. William hasn’t got any now. You have to comb it out or shear ’em. Oh, Tish,” she turned to me, “what manners I have. You haven’t really met my brother. I think of course you know him, but you don’t.”

Sandy had been in Clement Hollow for a few days, but I had been away so we had had no chance to meet.

We shook hands and beamed at each other. I liked him, right away. He had Sophie’s glowing smile.

“I hope you’ll come and see me while Sophie’s away,” he said. “It’s going to be lonely here.”

“Lonely!” Sophie exclaimed. “You should see this incredible animal nut, Tish. He’s keeping a fucking bat in his bedroom. Excuse the language, but a bat!”

“He’s cute,” Sandy said. “He lives in an umbrella. My sister’s not too impressed with raccoons, either. I don’t know what there is about raccoons and me, but they can always find me.”

“He feeds them dog food. Tish,” Sophie took my arm, “you will come and see Sandy a lot, won’t you? I mean really a lot?”

I promised, and promised for Hilary, too. Since I wasn’t the main baby sitter, I was happy to help out—and I really did like goats. “You know Hil. He’ll want to fatten up your William, to say nothing of your brother here. So don’t worry. We’ll be around.”

Sandy looked at his Mickey Mouse watch. “Can you be ready in half an hour, Soph?”

“You’re leaving for Texas today?”

“Yeah, the time has come. God, how I hate to leave William when he just got here. Tish, you will…”

“Shush. I’ve told you I will. Relax.”

“Sandy’s going to drive me to the bus in Bellows Falls.” She ran inside.

“You don’t have to worry either, Tish,” Sandy said. “I’ll be taking good care of the goats. Like I was telling the guys in New York, my sister’s getting a $7,000 goat, but then most of them have never even seen a goat or even a cow. They think milk comes from the deli.”

When Sophie reappeared, she looked smashing in a black gabardine suit and gold earrings Lulu could jump through. Her shoulder-length dark honey hair, usually free, was pulled back and tied with gold yarn. A change from her usual costume of boots, jeans, bulky sweaters, and always her Davy Crockett hat— or, today being warm, cut-offs, a tank top, and a ridiculous pink pith helmet advertising Pepsi-Cola. Hats, as she said, were her thing. They made her seem even taller than her already-tall five-eleven. I hoped my dear young friend wasn’t jumping in over her head with so many goats, the wretched house—and brother Sandy. Twenty-five seemed awfully vulnerable from my vantage point.

“I’ll stay till you get back, Sandy, so don’t tarry.” I hugged Sophie. “Don’t worry, dear, and have fun.”

When they left, I moseyed around the miserable kitchen looking for a tea bag. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to boil water in this grungy dump. It wasn’t dirty. Sophie had clearly scrubbed surfaces. Boxes of cereal and rice, raisins and Triscuits were aligned, and the cutlery upright in jelly glasses looked clean. But the place required major surgery; make-do wasn’t enough.

A beer mug served for my tea and I moved out onto the dinky porch so I could watch the animals while I read Sophie’s well-thumbed goat manual.

Lulu barked, and I realized she’d been shut in the car too long. She sat on a pillow in my Isuzu Trooper, designed to let her rest her head on the door sill and be a part of the scene. She was barking not at me but at the antics in the barnyard. I stuffed the goat manual in my pocket and ran to open the gate. I could see that Melissa, the dominant doe, was terribly distressed. She pawed the ground and whipped her head up and down in obvious panic. The sounds she made were alarming.

As I approached, I could see her belly was huge. Was she pregnant? Could her swollen belly have escaped my notice earlier?

Kneeling on spongy goat dung with the goat owners’ manual in one hand, I rubbed Melissa’s bulging belly. Surely Sophie would have told me if she expected one of her goats to give birth while I was in charge. In charge? The manual said human interference in the birthing process was inadvisable, unless you had to pull out a stuck kid, which of course required experience and caution.

Melissa’s friends were no help. A piebald billy goat whose cerise neck tag read Number 3, Hairy Harry, started to nibble on my collar. I tried to elbow him away. Number 5, Tiffany, the mother of two spotted kids, tried to shove herself and the little ones between me and Melissa. I remembered that the manual had stated that the birthing process was eagerly attended by the herd. Puzzled and frightened, it took me a few minutes to notice that a large van had stopped in front of Sophie’s house. Two men got out. One of them walked toward the gate.

Thank goodness, some help! My 70-year-old knees didn’t respond to my unspoken command to rise so I waved and yoohooed from between damp flanks and flicking tails. Holding on to Hairy Harry’s neck, I managed to haul myself up. Pushing my bifocals higher on my nose, I slowly lowered my waving hand. These weren’t friendly faces, not helpful neighbors. Who were these dour men? My first look recorded their threatening stance, one with his hands in his pockets, his head forward. The other larger man put both hands on the gate. “We’ve come for the goats, lady.” He started to open the gate.

“Hey!” Alarmed and angry, I called to them. “Don’t come in here, please. You must have the wrong place. These goats belong to Sophie Beaumont and they aren’t going anywhere.”

The men turned toward each other, leaning in a brief huddle. With another look at me they got into the van, heavy doors slammed and I could hear the gravel hit my car as they spurted away. Possibly they were frightened of me—a frizzy-haired old lady hanging onto an old goat with one arm and the other around the neck of a frantic bleating nanny. Their visit left my mind in seconds. Melissa needed me. I examined her from above and was troubled to see that the swelling was on one side. I seemed to remember that goats had three stomachs and felt sure a kid would be carried low and in the middle. Then it came to me. Bloat. I’d seen BLOAT at the top of a column in the manual.

My hands were shaking and my glasses kept sliding down my nose. I found the place and managed to read. “Bloating might be caused by a stoppage, possibly foreign matter in the throat.” The writer advised that with care the object might manually be worked down the throat into the stomach. Melissa’s agitated state was accurately described.

With grim determination, I planted my chest on the back of her neck and wound my arms around her throat. She didn’t like it, but I held tight and my right hand ran down her neck. I felt the lump. A cobra swallowing an ostrich egg flashed to mind, although what I felt was more like a fig or kumquat. Stroking it terrified the poor beast, and she twisted and bucked. For a moment I thought I’d be airborne, or at least thrown over her head into the mud. Then, shuddering, she fell to her knees, taking me with her. Gritting my teeth, I kept massaging the lump. I prayed to all the goat deities; probably I was howling or groaning from the pain of my killing position. My old frame threatened to break apart. My right arm felt severed at the elbow.

Melissa let out a heartrending bleat and I was sure she was going to die. The book had said that was a real possibility. At the same time, her rear end exploded in a burst of excrement, and a torrent of hot urine poured into my boots.

Magic—or divine intervention? Melissa deflated; I ran my hand down her smooth throat. The lump had vanished. I was crying with relief: Thank you, Pan, or whoever you are, thank you. I didn’t see Melissa step on my glasses but I could hear the crunch. Lurching over to the mounting block, I sat down and sagged against the barn door.

I watched Melissa walk off with one of her friends as though nothing had happened. Not even a backward glance or a bleat of thanks for her ravaged savior.

Hairy Harry was looking at me right in the eye as though he wanted me to admire the speed with which he was shredding the goat manual. I wondered if there had been some words of advice about first aid for billy goats who ate books.

Concentrated deep breathing brought enough oxygen to my bloodstream to give my old anatomy the strength to pull off and empty my boots. I peeled off my disgusting socks. Picking up the smelly things, I walked gingerly out of the corral. I let an impatient Lulu out of the car and we went into the house.

Poking around Sophie’s room, I found shoes in a cardboard carton, all too big. She’s fond of saying that while her feet are extremely long, they are narrow and aristocratic. I pulled a pair of her heavy ski socks up to my knees. I looked like an Eskimo, and I probably smelled like one, too. Years ago I read that Eskimo women rinsed their hair in urine to add to their allure on the dance floor. I’d be the belle of the ball.

It took five minutes to find the phone—it was under the bed. Hilary was home and it was a relief to have his sympathetic ear for a rendition of my eventful and exhausting day. He insisted I climb right into the Isuzu and go home. He said he would come over and wait for Sandy. He assured me he’d be angry if I were still there when he came. I knew he meant it.

The road home never looked lovelier.
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