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Boxford Topsfield Middleton -

It's been an eventful few weeks at Casa Baird and not because of the coyotes, or the multiple, melting

ice dams, or the school vacation plans. Rather it's because we got a puppy. Specifically we got a Bernese Mountain Dog who will grow to be the size of a pony — only furrier. A few years ago when our girls were four and two, our older daughter announced, “When we get a dog we're going to name him Blue Ears!”

This was the same daughter who petitioned to name her baby sister, Avenue. That didn't stick, and we didn't think Blue Ears would either.

But it did, and the adorable, bear-like Blue Ears has taken over our world.

Everybody says, “It’s like having a newborn again.”

To which I reply, “Are you crazy!? My two girls never got up this often at night.”

“Further,” I tell people, “I'm not sure if your newborns were naked all the time, but my daughters wore diapers and generally never snuck into the dining room and peed under the table.”

Still, we'd signed up for this and we knew puppies required work. What we hadn't anticipated was house breaking a puppy in Antarctica. I felt trapped by the mounds of snow. We walked Blue Ears endlessly up and down our glacial sheet, otherwise known as our driveway, because it was the only place the snow wasn't hip deep.

Last Saturday, in a burst of claustrophobic twitchiness, I announced we would take a short family hike with Blue Ears so that he could see the world beyond our driveway. We chose Lockwood Forest in Boxford because we knew it fairly well and the snowshoe crowd had tamped down a narrow path through the snow. We planned to hike in a short distance and return quickly on one of the cut-back trails.

At first it was a liberating. There we were, a family and its dog, on a winter hike! We charged forth with cooped up energy. But shortly our energy was spent in the realization that any misstep off the snowshoe path mired us in quicksand, body-trapping snow. We were also slowed by the obstacle course provided by dogs whose owners apparently never heard of disposable bags. I'm a newbie at this to be sure, but the fact remains: every dog's poo is gross. Your dog is no exception.

But I digress, though frankly, so did our walk. As we approached where the trail cut back, it simply . . .

didn't.

“You do know where we are, don't you?” my husband asked.

“Yes,” I replied. “I know exactly where I am. There is a return trail right here.” We stared into the snowy woods where nothing could be seen but a vast, deep whiteness. “Well, never mind. I'm sure at the next split somebody will have turned back.”

But no, somebody did not. We have, I must say, vigorous snowshoe aficionados who embrace the long way-around here in the Tri-Towns.

Our nearly four year old threw herself into a snow bank and refused to budge. Who could blame her? Not Blue Ears. He lay down across the trail in solidarity. My husband and I looked at each other. We were less than a mile from our car. And yet we couldn't get to it without traversing the second half of the forest loop or returning back the way we'd come — both longer options. Longer, wetter options, because at that point a deeply soaking, sleet-infused rain began to fall.

Some of you who live along the forest and meadow may have looked out your windows that day and thought you were hallucinating. Surely, in the winter rain there was not a tall man with a child on his shoulders, followed by a flagging six year old and a bedraggled woman carrying what looked to be a gigantic sack of wet fur, marching like so many drowned rats across the landscape.

I'd like to believe it was a hallucination as well.

Hot cocoa, warm baths, and a chicken-pot pie from Farmer Browns in Middleton allowed the evening to end with a small amount of survivor's cheer. And though I never skated across ice patches in the dark of night with my infant daughters, when I took Blue Ears out that evening, our driveway looked wonderfully walkable.

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

esther@estherbaird.com.

