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Stepping outside onto my back porch for the morning paper, I was greeted by a full chorus of birdsong: dozens of different songs and calls woven together into a natural polyphony.
The day was as bright as the birds’ performance. Wisps of cirrus accented a pure-blue sky. Crocuses were lifting their cheery blossoms above the winter-matted mulch, revealing the beginning of a new growing season.
Although this was a weekday and workday for me, my mind locked onto the idea of a first-of-the-season bicycle ride, then struggled with the thought that I should be spending all day in the office. Promising myself to keep the ride a brief one, the bargain was struck.

By mid-day, the temperature was in the 60s and I was in my riding clothes, carrying my bike out of the garage for the first time since fall. Pumping the tires and hopping onto the saddle in the street behind the house, I was off, heading down the hill to my local trail.
Almost immediately there were signs that I was rushing the season a bit. Antiskid still lay abundantly along the streets, making me thankful that I was riding a wider-tired bicycle rather than my road bike, for which concentrations of small stones can be hazardous.
In my highest gear, the chain was rubbing against my front derailleur, reminding me that this bicycle hadn’t yet had its annual pre-season tune-up. Fortunately it still was shifting smoothly; I’d need several of my lower gears to climb the hill upon returning home.

The light, coolish breeze felt fine but made me appreciate my decision to add a base-layer top under my riding jersey. The thought occurred that we have a new appreciation for moving air these days.

Approaching the trail, I saw that others also were seizing this very spring-like day to enjoy the James Mayer Riverswalk. One woman was walking her dog while, a short distance behind her, a solitary man was walking in the same direction.
Entering the trail and riding the opposite way, I passed several other solitary users – all walking. After the better part of a mile, there was a sudden bottleneck as three cyclists passed a pair of fishers, then a couple of walkers, while riding in my direction.

Would there have been this much activity on the James Mayer Riverswalk on a comparably nice day in early March a year ago? I doubted it.

Passing the pair of fishers, carrying their rods, I thought about how I might have questioned their likelihood of success a couple of decades ago. But the Stonycreek River is much healthier these days, and a glance at the water showed it running just a bit high with some color – conditions that often can be productive.

Clearing my throat and reaching for my water bottle brought the sudden realization that I’d forgotten to bring one. Chuckling derisively at myself, I reflected upon how it doesn’t take long to get out of routines.
Sometimes that can be good. But more often we long for the old and familiar.
Despite the 60-degree temperature, winter lingered near the Riverside end, sheltering in place on a north-facing hillside. Some slushy, sloppy snow-runoff covered the trail for 30 yards or so, restricting my way and prompting me to turn around.
Waysides were lined with dried grasses, trees with bare limbs and clusters of last-year’s now-brittle knotweed stalks. Despite the bright promise and warm comfort of the day, spring had yet to arrive along the James Mayer Riverswalk.
On the return leg, as I was thinking about my forgotten water bottle and wishing for a drink, there on a small sprig was a discarded, pale-blue disposable mask, waving in the breeze.
The moment seemed to symbolize our situation right now: We all are thirsty for a fresh season.
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