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When you live in the country, you share your space with wildlife. Here in Florida, it can be as delightful as the sandhill cranes who stroll through the back yard every morning, or as alarming as the alligators who occasionally sun themselves on the dock. On the Eastern Shore of Maryland, where we lived when I was in high school, we saw rabbits, squirrels, and the occasional opossum. Also, because my mother was a bird lover, we hosted a great many birds. Purple finches, evening grosbeaks, rufous-sided towhees and cardinals were among the regular visitors to our bird feeders.

Where there are birds, there will be nests, and where there are nests, there will sometimes be infants who fall out of them. We were privileged to raise one such castaway, a hardy soul who beat the odds and survived to adulthood. 

He was an almost unbearably homely baby, with a thick neck like a rubbery strand of elbow macaroni, at the end of which wobbled the heavy burden of his head. No Google existed to advise Mum on how to raise a nestling. She did her best, keeping him alive on a combination of pablum and water that left sticky rivulets at the sides of his wide and ever open beak. One day she was horrified to note that he seemed to be covered in lice. Fortunately, before she could pluck them all off, she realized that she was seeing the quills that would produce his first feathers.

We waited anxiously for his species to reveal itself:  would he be a cardinal? A thrasher? A catbird? As his feathers grew, his identity became clear. He was a grackle: noisy, brash, curious, and intelligent. We named him Pippin, for the character in Tolkien’s The lord of the rings. He grew into a handsome bird with glossy black feathers that showed their iridescence in sunlight. 

Pippin made an easy transition to living outdoors, but he did not forget his foster family. Every morning, he would fly from one window to the next, hooking his claws into the screen and calling non-stop. Author Margaret Runbeck once described the cry of many grackles as a “rusty, splintering noise”. One grackle on his own was enough to splinter the dawn. Eventually, Mum or Linda or I would stumble outside with a cup of sunflower seeds and settle into the backyard swing to share breakfast with our feathered changeling. Once full, he indulged his curiosity, poking into our pockets and pecking at our jewelry. Daddy’s pack of Marlboros fascinated him. Unless prevented, he would pull the cigarettes out one by one and pick them to pieces.

On summer days, we sometimes spread a blanket behind the house and enjoyed a picnic. Pippin enjoyed it right along with us. We learned to keep the food covered or risk losing it to his rapacious appetite. Even the peanuts we provided weren’t always enough to distract him. Cocky and fearless, he would swagger from one of us to another, finally settling down in Mum’s lap to fall asleep. His trust in us was humbling.

When you live in the country and release an animal back to the wild, you give up the comfort of knowing what becomes of them. Pippin stayed with us until the fall and then was gone, leaving only memories. However, the following year we raised a second grackle child. Inevitably, we named him Merry. It’s likely that it was mere coincidence, but I like to think that Pippin kicked his eldest out of the nest a little early, to give him all the advantages in life that his father once enjoyed.




