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Boxford, Middleton, Topsfield —

My husband, two young daughters and I just moved to Boxford at the end of the summer.  We traded in our Beverly ocean views (O.K., it was just in the winter . . . from the attic) for sweeping views of meadows and woods. We feel like we’ve moved to the frontier and we love it. 

That said, I can’t say I was completely prepared for coyotes.

I received the Boxford Trail Association flyer advertising an upcoming talk on coyotes.  It asked if I’d, “seen this fellow” referring to what I, and I expect most people, would identify as a wolf.   And no, I hadn’t seen him.  But what I had seen were tracks in our driveway while shoveling during the blizzard of the week.

“Huh.”  I said upon seeing the large prints. I called to my six year old who was playing ‘penguin’ with my nearly four year old in the mountains of snow.  “Run inside and grab our track book.” 

She brought it out and we flipped to the canine page. 

“Is it a fox print?”    She asked.

“No, it’s bigger than that.”  I answered, scanning the prints. “It’s probably a coyote.”

But I wasn’t convinced - - our tracks were bigger.   And then I saw the wolf print in the book.

“Huh.”  I said again. “Girls, let’s go inside, shall we?”  

I realize we need to toughen up living up here, but at that moment I was feeling like hot chocolate, behind locked doors, was as tough as we could handle.

Flash forward a week or so and a few zillion inches of snow.  The tracks were long gone, and I was long past thinking about anything other than spring time.  The girls were in bed, and I was cueing up American Idol.  That’s right, I watch American Idol.  I bet you do too, and so you’ll understand that when I first heard yipping noises I naturally thought it was coming from my television.  But then the yipping grew louder until I was sure it was coming from right outside my window.  I instantly muted the TV and flung myself to the floor, which, for some primal reason felt safer.  Suddenly the yipping turned to howling.  It was piercing and yet, I had to admit lying on my hardwood, it was also thrilling.

We are mostly surrounded by forests, meadows and marshes.  But we do have neighbors just south of us by about 50 yards.  Thankfully they are wonderful and welcoming to new Tri-Town residents who might, just for example, freak out when coyotes come calling.  The phone rang; it was my neighbors.

 “I hear them,” I whispered into the phone slowly standing up and peeking out into the moonlit snowscape trying to see the still howling pack.

“Good.  We’ll scan out back with our spotlight and try to find them.”  My neighbor whispered back. 

I watched as their spotlight bounced along the ground and then stopped by some old hay bales in the lower meadow.  The coyotes were there.  I didn’t have a great view, but it was enough to know that they weren’t under my window . . . anymore.

I supposed that they were the same animals that had left the tracks.  But the tracks had been so . . . big.

To get to the bottom of it all I called Christine Schadler, the New England Representative for Project Coyote and the featured speaker at the upcoming BTA talk.

She explained. “When the coyotes migrated east 100 years ago they bred with the Red Wolf Type.  The amount of wolf DNA in any coyote is variable, but some can certainly be mistaken for wolves.  Plus their tracks are especially large in this sort of snow - - they just swoosh it aside.”

You can swoosh all you want, but in my mind if it looks like a wolf and tracks like a wolf, I’m not going to quibble over its DNA. I asked her if she thought that this pack came around often. 

“Well, their range is based on the amount of prey in their territory. If there are a lot of fields, their range might be smaller.”

“Huh.” I said a final time, eyeballing the huge field behind my house. 

I’ll be attending Christine’s talk to make sure I’m as informed as I can be . . . and I’ll keep my floors clean and ready for my sudden, full-body, presence.  Meanwhile, I expect the wildlife of the Tri-Towns will just keep swooshing. 

Esther Baird is a writer who lives in Boxford.  For ideas, comments or questions please visit her site at:  estherbaird.com  or email her at:  esther@estherbaird.com
