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Wandering Woman 
II Autumn on the Ridge 

Chapter Five 
Crossing over 

Lancaster, Kentucky, October 12, 2012 

I like living on this part of our planet where 

each year is divided into four seasons. Nature 

undergoes a cyclical death and re-birth in the seasons 

of autumn and spring. Summer has the privilege of 

nourishing new life while winter holds vigil over dormant seeds of next year’s bounty. When the 

weather is “unseasonable”, the season adjusts accordingly. We might have to wait to plant our 

gardens due to lingering frost, but we will still enjoy the harvest. I like the assurance of such 

recurring cycles. 

I am drawn to Jan Phillips’ comments on the force of nature in her book No Ordinary 

Time. She writes, 

Just think, the same force that moves the planets, orchestrates the weather, unfolds the 

petals of a rosebud, and surges through a bolt of lightening also runs through us. As we 

grow in this awareness, becoming more intimate with ourselves, with the Earth, with 

each other, our capacity to see and feel and heal expands. 

I witness that natural energy at work here on the Ridge. Its power is displayed in 

magnificent storms that I watch from the balcony. Every day I notice the gradual changing colors 

of foliage on the hillsides. The bird’s eye view arouses my curiosity. A surge of excitement 

travels through me.  

I am part of the natural world. As part of it, I have a responsibility to know as much about 

the environment in which I live. The more I understand it, the more I understand myself. Living 

in the midst of the natural order of life is the best teacher.  

Such a force of nature grew a plethora of Kieffer pears in a variety of shapes and sizes. 

Each day I collect those that fall to the ground. The animals also enjoy them. After they get their 



Autumn_on_Ridge_5_the_crossover _2ndrev_5.1.13/pagriffin/2  

 

fill, their teeth marks remain and the ants and other insects get their fair share of the fruit. There 

is room for many at this autumn harvest and I look forward to counting the bounty every day.  

I am curiously in awe of a few pears I find on the ground that are completely severed in 

half, as if by a knife. Each half is clean as a whistle. I know that animals’ teeth are exceptionally 

strong for purposes of obtaining and eating their food and are even capable of tearing apart flesh. 

This was proven to me by a cat named Tralfazz who lived with me for a year. When his wild 

instincts kicked in at night, he would slip out the cat trap of the garage door to explore the 

neighborhood. One morning I found half a rabbit parked at the garage door, a present for me. I 

am still astounded at the delicate precision with which Tralfazz severed from that rabbit’s body, 

its fluffy rear end and attached hind legs. The sight made me nauseous but also inquisitive as to 

how he managed this neat and clean culinary trick. 

For the time being and until I hear otherwise, I’m inclined to believe a different theory 

regarding the pears. I maintain that an exceedingly large and dense pear, plummeting from the 

highest realms of its mother tree, could easily split clean in half upon impact on an unforgiving 

ground. Such is my conclusion. 

The Kieffer pear tree is the hub of the driveway wildlife crossing. Near dusk, a family of 

four raccoons crosses over and stops briefly at the pear tree. These creatures are nocturnal which 

means they are just getting up. One of their nicknames is ringtail due to the black and brownish 

bands that encircle their bushy tails. Their mask-like face and reputation of looting garbage cans 

earns them the other alias of bandit. 

Raccoons are very sociable, and where you find one, you will usually find another. That 

held true in Ontario, Canada on a family vacation when I was about twelve years old. My father 

and his buddies from work took annual fishing trips to their spot but one summer he decided that 

the family should go. We stayed in a cabin in the woods that had no plumbing, much to my 

horror. It was my first and last experience in the wilderness. 

One pitch black night (as they all were), we heard clanging and banging outside. I, of 

course, immediately wanted to go home. The adults used flashlights to look out the window and 

saw several pairs of eyes shining back at them. It was a raccoon raid on the garbage cans! Native 

American wisdom tells that raccoons usually leave a watcher behind when raiding a campsite or 

mountain cabin. He is always fed first by the other raiders to honor his vigilance as the group’s 
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protector. This uncommon lack of greed is rare in the world of animals and humans. Regardless 

of their unselfish traits, from that day forward we made sure to fasten the lids on those cans. 

Each day, I still pleaded to go home.  

These bandits make their dens in trees or at the tops of houses or buildings, high above 

ground. I, unfortunately, park under the trees where they most probably nest or traverse. The 

morning after a rainy night I discover muddy prints on the hatch back and roof of my car. It’s 

easy to identify raccoon tracks because their front paws have five toes that resemble small 

human hands. On closer inspection, I spy muddy streaks down the front windshield. It looks like 

these ringtails had a slippery get away! 

Also at dusk, I frequently spot a rather large group of what looks like chickens randomly 

making their way over the wildlife crossing. Using binoculars, I see they aren’t chickens but 

quails, specifically, the Northern Bobwhite. I count twenty of these birds slowly crossing over 

from one side of the ridge to the other, grazing along the way. One of these birds likes to wake 

me up most mornings speaking its name: bob-WHITE!  

Quails live in groups called bevies. In cold weather, they will often nestle together to stay 

warm. They will sit in a tight circle on the ground, tails together in the center, their heads facing 

the outer rim of the ring. They appear like spokes in a wheel. This posture enables the quails to 

fly in all directions to confuse the predator when they are threatened. They can easily spot danger 

and take off with a loud explosion that startles the predator, distracting it and enabling them to 

escape. It teaches us how to avoid hesitation during times of crises. On a few driveway walks, I 

unexpectedly flush out several of these birds. Their rapid, erratic flight always startles me. 

Through the years I have acquired a desire to search for the wisdom nature has to teach 

me. The quail, for example, is in tune with danger and has a great escape plan. This takes me 

back to the fear I experienced in anticipation of the coyotes. In my panic, I likened the coyotes as 

the predator and me as their prey. I could not fly to escape and probably would have died on the 

spot from fright had I not been given the opportunity to let go of my fear by running out of 

options. The calm that prevailed at that junction of crossing over from fear to acceptance was my 

way of escape. Fears cannot exist in the same place that love and gentleness abide. 
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I wasn’t aware of nature’s lessons in my younger years, most especially not as a child. 

Cities have very little ground that isn’t paved and a great populace of people. No wonder I 

responded as I did to the wilderness of Canada, not to mention those raccoons! 

I have to give my father credit for introducing me to nature even though I didn’t 

appreciate it at the time. He often took us to the Metropolitan Park System in Cleveland that 

consists of nature areas scattered throughout the city. One of these parks is close to where I grew 

up. While living in Chicago I enjoyed the forest preserves, especially the Little Red Schoolhouse 

Park near Lagrange. City parks are an avenue through which city dwellers can experience the 

peaceful joys of the country. They are the result of people who saw the need to connect city life 

with nature’s rhythms and were concerned enough to act upon it. I now appreciate their efforts 

and those of my father’s that started my journey to commune with nature.  

I notice that white-tailed deer tend to 

gather and cross over further away from the 

house. On occasion, though, I spot two 

young ones grazing below the deck. It is 

rare to see them this close. I try hard not to 

disturb them as I tiptoe from one window to 

the next sneaking peeks. They have keen 

eyesight and hearing, so if I make one 

wrong move, they take off in a flash, 

jumping high over the grass with their white tails standing straight up.  

I have seen only female deer thus far. This I know because male white-tailed deer grow 

antlers. In other members of the deer family, i.e., reindeer and caribou, both the male and female 

grow them. The antlers grow behind the eyes and are solid bone. They are shed every year, and 

each year they grow back larger. When they are shed, they are eaten by deer and rodents who 

gnaw on them to absorb the calcium. Nothing goes to waste in the wilds. 

The deer spend their summers grazing in the meadows and move into the forests during 

winter for protection from the elements. They are the most sought after by North American 

hunters, which brings to mind my neighbor Darrell who before long will be laying in wait in his 
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blind at the edge of a wooded area. November marks the start of hunting season. I am told that 

deer hunting is a good thing since deer are over populated and are prey to no other animal in 

these parts. I also know that deer provide food for many families. I hear several gun shots today; 

two are so loud that I jump. 

On a leisurely walk I catch sight of my first fuzzy woolly worm crossing over the 

driveway. The woolly worm is actually the larval stage of the Isabella tiger moth. Also known as 

woolly bears, these caterpillars have black bands at each end and a band of reddish-brown in the 

middle. In the fall, they seek shelter and curl up in thick layers of leaf litter for winter. In spring, 

they spin their cocoons. 

I am fascinated by the process of metamorphosis, the magic of change inherent within 

insects. Probably no animal or insect represents the process of transformation more than that of 

the butterfly or moth. Seeing this beautiful woolly worm reminds me of such conversion. They 

teach us the magic of life. From a cocoon comes its final expression of life, usually with wings. 

The fact that it has wings in its final stages is very significant. Wings are the emblem of the adult 

insect and thus the adult creation.  

I know that change is inevitable, and when I resist its natural flow, life only becomes 

more difficult on some levels. Change ensures growth. We have to shed the old before we can 

come into the new. Insects remind us that we are never the same. We are always changing, and 

that is the only constant in life. I ask, At what stage of change am I in regard to these insects? 

In my process of crossing over many 

thresholds as a wandering woman this year, I 

begin to better understand metamorphosis. Each 

environment will require of me something 

different. I’m sure some changes will be easier 

than others. I believe in transitions. Most often the 

hardest ones teach me the most about myself. I 

hope to sprout some wings at the outcome of this 

journey and be able to dance like a butterfly as a 

symbol of joyful change. 


