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To my Dad


Optimist, Adventurer

and Storyteller Extraordinaire
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Note to the reader
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Crazy Free is an account of events that actually took place in what I perceive to be real life. It is, however, like all personal stories, highly biased by way of having each experience sieved and colored through my unique individual perception of the world, which is an ephemeral moving target at best. Although I have strived to produce a raw and honest story, as you will learn, I am plagued by and blessed with an internal over-zealous Storyteller. 

For the sake of keeping it honest, I have included real-time material such as letters, emails and written conversations with the Universe, God, my Higher Self and various other corporeal and incorporeal entities. These pieces were never intended for public consumption and can at times be stylistically awkward or unpolished. In spite of the potential break in the narrative, I chose to include them with little to no editing to illustrate the tone of my life at each stage of the journey undistorted by the perspective of hindsight goggles.

Some of the names of protagonists and organizations in my story have been changed to respect their privacy. Please remember as you read of these encounters that every story has two sides at least and that I can only speak from my own perspective. 

I am grateful to all the teachers who have appeared on my path. This book could not exist without them. 
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Prologue
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I remember clearly the moment when I first lost my mind. It was January 24th, 2011 –  a rare sunny and crisp Pacific Northwest day – and my heart was breaking again. 

I loved a man who loved me back, the way nitric acid loves glycerol, bound by irresistible chemistry, explosive in physical proximity.

Oh, we had tried.  Logan and I had tried to be a normal, healthy couple seven times already, but instead we had only grown more unstable and volatile. 

Only two weeks prior, we had been exploring the fragile elegance of iced waterfalls in Montana, Wyoming and Colorado. The steep ice we climbed still held the mark of our tools and crampons, the trees to which we anchored remembered our passionate belay station kisses, and the valleys below still resonated from the yells of our daily arguments.

I had flown home from Colorado knowing I needed to cut the rope and set us both free. Instead, the rope was being torn, frayed and ripped apart. 

I clenched my hand on the phone and held my breath. 

I couldn’t leave, he said. And I believed him, but also, I had to go. This “us” was all wrong. We’d be better off apart. Whenever we were apart, we felt freer, happier, and more grounded. But what about our huge love? What would we do with the huge love? Had I not left seven times already only to collide back again? Had we not felt we belonged to each other from the first moment we met? 

I suddenly felt dizzy from the argument and curled against the arm of the sofa for support. Even with a frayed rope, Logan still held my heart and mind captive. 

I felt my mind wriggle in my head, like a buzz of confusion, and suddenly, it set itself free. My sense of presence detached from my curled body, floated up, drifted slightly to the right and slowly rotated clockwise above my physical location. 

My hand clenched the phone a little tighter and my eyes opened wide with fright, but I was not involved in these motions. “I” was rotating and getting queasy from the rotation. I could still perceive the room and my body in it. Nothing physical about me was rotating. I could still feel the pressure of the sofa on my back and hear Logan’s voice in my ear – though his words no longer mattered to me. 

Without a goodbye, I let my hand hang up the phone and drop it on the coffee table. The moment I stood up, I was sucked back into my body. But not completely. Some of “me” remained outside the constraints of my physical envelope. 

At the time, I believed I was my physical self. Nothing about “me” could escape my body’s boundaries. I left the phone in the living room and returned to my bedroom where I let my back slide against the wall and wrapped my arms around my knees until my body was coiled into a tight and safe little ball. 

What in the world had just happened? Was I having an anxiety attack or had I really just left my body? And who was this “I” that could float away anyway? Was I going crazy?  

The day outside was still crisp and blue and my heart was still breaking. The world looked exactly as it had a few minutes prior, yet my life would never again be the same. I had already unwittingly, unknowingly, taken my first step to the edge of the Rabbit Hole. 
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Part 1


Down the Rabbit Hole
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You take the blue pill, the story ends; you wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe.

You take the red pill, you stay in Wonderland, and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes.

- Morpheus to Neo- 

(The Matrix)
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Chapter 1
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“Mark, I think I’m going crazy. Do you think I’m going crazy?” I asked my psychotherapist the day after “I” separated from my body. 

“No, you’re not. People who ‘go crazy’ are usually not aware that they are ‘going crazy’. The fact that you’re asking the question is proof of your sanity.” 

I relaxed back in the big leather chair and scrutinized him under a raised eyebrow, searching for flaws in a logic that seemed too simple. 

I had been sitting weekly in Mark’s chair for six months by then and had developed a deep appreciation for his psychotherapist skills and human compassion. 

It wasn’t him I mistrusted, but myself. 

My life had fallen apart, and still to most of the world I appeared a strong, independent and professionally successful woman. I could play my part so well, even with my inner-world in shambles. I simply acted as I always had, in line with the template of what once was an irreproachably normal and comfortable life. 

Before Logan, and before the volcano, I lived in a modern four-bedroom house in a quiet suburban neighborhood in which lawns were mowed and cars were cleaned on the weekend, with Jack, my husband of ten years.

Every morning I hugged and kissed Jack goodbye before heading to Western Washington University. My days were filled with Geophysics classes and my evenings with homework and reading assignments. I was a straight-A student effortlessly. I could not get enough Geophysics.

From my first quarter in the department, I haunted the graduate students’ offices, pestering each one in turn for an opportunity to become a field assistant. I could carry half my weight, I told them. I could climb, shovel, dig trenches, trudge in mud, and work in all weathers. 

Brendan later admitted that he had doubted I really could carry half my own weight up a mountain when I first stepped in his office, but my enthusiasm won him over. The very next weekend, I saddled up a pack close to half my weight – I had the battery for the GPS – tied myself to Brendan’s mountaineer rope and followed his experienced footsteps towards Mt. Baker’s majestic white summit. 

It was a case of love at first climb. 

Across Mt. Baker’s glaciers, along its jagged ridges and precarious ledges and to a complex network of benchmarks on its flanks – there was not a corner of the volcano Brendan and I did not visit. We slept above the clouds surrounded by high altitude silence and napped in the sun in the mid-afternoon while the GPS gathered data. 

With each climb, Mt. Baker captured my heart a little more, until it owned it fully. By the time Brendan graduated, it was already too late. I was addicted to the mountain and to the lifestyle. 

I applied for and received a National Science Foundation Fellowship to study Mt. Baker’s active crater for my Master’s project. I became the leader of my own fieldwork expeditions and created footsteps across crevassed glaciers for my own assistants. 

There was, at the time, a resurgence of scientific interest in Mt. Baker’s volcanic activity. Members of the Mount Baker Volcano Research Center gathered at a brewery in downtown Fairhaven on Tuesdays. We laughed, drank beer and made plans. On the weekend, we sampled chemicals in the volcano’s hot springs and fumaroles, listened to its heartbeat with seismometers, tracked its glacial flow with ice-measuring stakes and peeked under its snowy robes with ground-penetrating radar. 

Mt. Baker was my love and my home, and I resented having to return to civilization at all. Jack asked what had become of his wife. I had no news of her. As soon as I reached sea-level, I disappeared in my office to prepare the next expedition, analyze gathered data or tackle delicious multivariable equations describing the heat and ice flow in my crater.  

In the spring of 2009, half-way through my first year as a graduate student, Jack and I parted ways after a thirteen-year drama-free relationship. 

Some said the volcano was to blame. Perhaps it was part of the equation. I was once struck as I held both Mt. Baker and Jack in my field of vision by the realization that I loved the mountain more than I loved the man. I was obsessed, and Jack had grown weary of second-hand excitement. He held the domestic fort, because one of us had to, and I resented his orderly discipline and sudden uncharacteristic mundanity.

Luckily, we cared enough for each other to realize that we had reached a fork in our common path and that our individual growths were impaired by our “’til death do us part” promises. We separated amicably, wishing each other joy, love and professional success. 

By the summer of 2009, I gleefully stood at the edge of my new single life, eager to unfurl my wings. The path to my dream future was clear and unobstructed. There I would be, ten years straight ahead, with my own large yellow pelican case on a remote glacier. “Dr. Melissa Wyld, Glaciologist – Ground Penetrating Radar, property of such-and-such University” the label would read. 

My life was perfect, and I was blissfully unaware of the Universe’s little giggles. 

01/25/2011, Bellingham, WA.

Excerpt from “Letter of intent” from my application to participate in a four-day fast in Death Valley, CA. 

In the late summer of 2009, I fell head over heels in love with a man with the uncanny ability to make me lose all common sense and self-respect. Despite the passion and sense of karmic belonging we shared, our relationship quickly began to feel unhealthy, more like a mutual addiction. After a few failed attempts at breaking up with him, I realized something was amiss and turned to professional help. 

I have been on quite an emotional ride since. I discovered that the childhood wounds I had cleverly swept under the carpet were still guiding my choices in life, both the good – I am a strong, independent and professionally successful woman – and the bad – who finds herself incapable of handling the extreme emotions brought on by this new relationship. 

As I struggled in my quest to integrate parts of my personality I had purposely discarded for the sake of navigating my own childhood, I began to question everything. 

I did not see Logan coming. I was side swiped, knocked out and spun. The day after we first met, I climbed 9,500 feet to Mt. Baker’s crater rim with an assistant to record some glacier melt data, only to realize I had climbed the mountain with half of the equipment we needed. 

I lost my wits. I went through the motion of going to class, but my mind wasn’t even in the building. “Logan, Logan, Logan” it repeated like a scratched record. I stared at rows of data on my computer screen until the screensaver brought me out of my trance, repeatedly. My grades plummeted. 

As misfortune would have it, I couldn’t even seek refuge on my mountain because Logan was an avid climber who frequented Mt. Baker as assiduously as I did. Geophysics became secondary to finding love notes in the summit register. Depending on our highly changeable relationship status and the lapse since our last dramatic argument, I either dreaded or hoped – often both – finding his tent at base camp. Even as I worked in the belly of the mountain, surrounded by noxious sulphurous fumes, I could feel Logan’s energy somewhere out there, on my volcano. I was a distracted team leader and a careless scientist. 

I had never lost my mind over a man before, and I knew I needed to regain control of the situation. Just as I had spoken with several experts in chemistry before venturing near the fumaroles in the crater, so I needed an expert to help me navigate this emotional mine field. 

I sank in the chairs of two psychotherapists for a month each before meeting Mark, but neither spoke my language. Mark, however, in our very first session, listened attentively to my story, pulled a white board from behind his chair, drew a graph of my situation and explained in simple terms how and why I had lost my center. The tightness in my shoulders released slightly. I knew I had found the help I needed. 

I took on my healing process like a challenging term project. I read the recommended books, meticulously recorded my analysis of the progress of the situation in a journal, complete with sketches, graphs and cross-references, and braced myself for some hard emotional times I expected would last no longer than a few months. 

Although I had sought help of my own volition, my initial and biggest hurdle was to admit that I had a problem. I believed only mentally-ill people visited psychotherapists’ offices, and I considered myself perfectly reasonable and functional –  never mind the internal turmoil. In fact, I took pride in my ability to remain level-headed in uncomfortable situations – a great trait for a mountaineer or scientist, but counterproductive for personal healing. 

My second biggest hurdle was to allow myself to be vulnerable. I equated vulnerability with weakness, and I disdained weakness. Under Mark’s patient guidance, I slowly opened one emotional can of worms after another in classic Russian doll fashion. I unearthed memories I had buried and left for dead years prior. I released ancient angst and anger with such force that Mark sound-proofed his office to protect the sensitive ears of innocent bystanders. And, for months, I cried. 

I cried in Mark’s office, on my friends’ shoulders, in Logan’s arms when I happened to be there, in the shower, in bed, everywhere. One by one, my dark mood and low spirit drove all but a core few of my friends away. My roommates moved out, casual acquaintances avoided me, and all the while my family sat at the core of the Russian doll, a source of inner torment rather than support. My safety rug was pulled out and for a few months I tumbled down the dark hole it had once covered.

“Look,” I told Mark, “I just want to get to the Castle, tame the Dragon –  I do not condone the killing of dragons –  get the Prince and live happily ever after. How much longer do you think this will take?” 

“A hero’s quest cannot be rushed ...” 

“Okay then can’t I abandon the quest and return to my old ways? I was happy before all this started. Can’t I forget Logan and all this childhood stuff and return to being just a scientist on Mt. Baker?” 

Mark calmly placed his pencil on his notepad. 

“I don’t know. Can you?” 

My heart sank. He didn’t need to speak the words I didn’t want to hear; his gentle tone implied everything I dreaded. 

“No. I suppose I can’t. I’m past the point of no-return now, aren’t I? I wouldn’t know the way back to who I was before anyway. I feel I have completely lost track of myself.”

01/25/2011, Bellingham, WA.

Excerpt from “Letter of intent” from my application to participate in a four-day fast in Death Valley, CA. 

I came upon your organization by the recommendation of my counselor. I told him I had completely lost track of myself, he answered that this was a wonderful place to be, a place of new beginnings, and that he had expected I would get there. 

I told him I was feeling that familiar urge to escape, but that I had been looking at the globe and maps and that there was no place I felt was far enough in the world to fulfill my need. He looked pleased and said that the answer was that I needed to go further “inside”.
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Chapter 2
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In those days, I was rarely open to other people’s suggestions on how to handle my own life, especially if said suggestions sounded ludicrous, so when Mark recommended a Vision Fast for my next step, I thanked him, but immediately threw the idea out the window. 

—————-
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Vision Fast – n. Strangers sitting in a circle sharing their inner-most feelings while holding hands and looking for answers to their 

problems in mirages they create in their own brain through the use of drugs or altered physical states. 

—————-
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That’s what I thought of that and I wanted no part of it. 

As for fasting, I became surly if I was stranded without a snack for more than a few hours; I couldn’t imagine my state after days without food. I was inclined to agree with Jack’s evaluation of Vision Fasts, “So much money and they don’t even feed you? What a racket!”

But even in those days of single-captainship of my own life, curiosity often overruled stubborn resistance. Within a few minutes of returning to my computer from Mark’s office, I had abandoned the writing of my thesis and landed on a Google search page filled with vision fasts. 

The Death Valley Vision Fast glared at me, first hit in my search. I leaned back on my chair and stared at the words – “Death Valley”. What were the chances? 

01/25/2011, Bellingham, WA.

Excerpt from “Letter of intent” from my application to participate in a four-day fast in Death Valley, CA. 

If I had not known about the Vision Fast in Death Valley, that is where I would have gone anyway.

I’d like to take a (long) parenthesis in this letter to tell you about my relationship to Death Valley. 

According to my Dad, I was conceived in the Mesquite Flat sand dunes, and in my will it states that this is where my ashes should be returned. I was married there, also in the Mesquite Flat sand dunes, and that is where I went to regroup right after the divorce. I have returned there after each break up, each change of career and sometimes just to find a bit of peace and sunshine. I have written odes and stories about the Valley, some of which have been published. I have visited all its attractions (with and without hula hoops) in all seasons and have explored as much of its lesser-known canyons and valleys as time has allowed me. 

Because I am constantly changing, the Valley is never the same to me. When I worked in the software industry, I rejoiced in its raw uncomplicated nature. Its straight dirt roads taste like freedom, the perfect cure for cubicleitis. When I was a professional photographer, I added to my perception of the Valley its subtle light, its sensual shapes, and the mind-boggling beauty of its details, like small lizard tracks in undisturbed sand. Now as a geologist, I also enjoy the richness of its history and the incredible wealth of minerals you can find there (five inch long Kyanite crystals – for real!). 

Last year, at the peak of my emotional turmoil, I rode my motorcycle 4,000 miles through a two-day long snow storm, a wind storm, nasty twisty roads with unsafe semi-trucks, rain, sleet, you name it, to get to Death Valley. When I returned home, I cleaned my phone book, strengthened those friendships I kept, moved to a new place with a new roommate and changed the focus of my study from glaciology to volcanology. In retrospect, I don’t think I would have weathered the emotional journey I have been on as well had I not taken these steps. 

Death Valley is a magical place!  

I took a deep breath and hit the send button. 

There, it was done –  applied for and paid in full. If I had pondered my decision for even a minute, myriad reasons would have stopped me.

I leaned back again, this time to stare at the confirmation page. I was really doing this. Just the day prior, I had floated out of my body, and suddenly I was signed up for a Vision Fast. I shuddered at the thought of what my rational scientific-minded friends would think. 

Right on cue, the phone’s ring jolted me back to reality. It was Darcy, one of my best scientific-minded friends. 

“Hi Love, how are you?”

I mentioned neither my brief moment of out-of-body insanity – speaking of it would have implied I admitted it happened – nor the Vision Fast. 

“Not so hot, actually. I broke up with Logan again. I had to.” The words brought tears to my eyes, but I knew Darcy would support my decision. In my early days of Logan chaos, she had threatened to end our friendship if I didn’t leave him. This was an act of love, she said, for she could not in good conscience, as a friend, watch me self-destruct through an abusive relationship. 

“He’ll be back in town soon though,” I told Darcy, “and I feel I need to be away when he returns –  far away!” 

“Is Minneapolis far enough for you? There’s a room available in my house for four months if you want to rent it.” 

Neither Minneapolis nor any place on Earth felt far enough, but Darcy’s was the best offer I had. The fast started in April, three months away. The field work and data gathering phases of my master’s project were complete. I could write my thesis in Minneapolis. I only needed an internet connection. 

In addition to reducing the risk that I might, again, “accidentally” return to Logan’s arms, moving to Minneapolis also alleviated the temptation to procrastinate writing my thesis for the winter pleasures of the Cascades. Neither ice climbing nor skiing would distract me on the flat Minnesotan landscape. But, most importantly, moving to Minneapolis in the heart of winter seemed a ridiculous proposition – I had never experienced negative temperatures before, nor a real winter – and therefore, it really appealed to me.

A week later, I was packed and ready to go. In the bed of my truck, I lodged two large bins filled with climbing and skiing equipment –  just in case –  and a small duffel bag of clothes. A cardboard box held my desert camping gear –  a bivy bag, sleeping pad and sleeping bag. I would need neither stove nor pots and pans. In the cab, behind the seats, I fastened two wooden crates with the seatbelts, and filled them with a laptop and printer, a few geophysics textbooks, a thick folder of important professional research papers and a stuffed tiger named Timothy. 

I drove along Bellingham Bay on my way out of town, and stopped to say goodbye. I should have felt excited about the journey ahead, but my heart weighed more than a chunk of lead at the bottom of the bay. This adventure was different. These goodbyes felt permanent. Although I was only leaving for four months, I sensed that the current version of myself would not return. I squeaked a small “thank you” by the bay and drove away. I left without saying goodbye to Mt. Baker. I didn’t have the heart. 
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Chapter 3
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I stood at the metal gate of Sofia’s apartment complex in a light drizzle and waited for her familiar footsteps. I knew I’d hear the clapping of her high heels down the corridor before she reached the door and I smiled in anticipation. It didn’t matter that my duffel bag and backpack became a little damp. Sofia was always worth the wait. 

Sofia’s apartment had been my decompression chamber for years. It was a sanctuary of rich dark colors and sumptuous fabrics where I was welcome to a soft warm bed, exotic teas, dark chocolates and intelligent conversations. I stopped there before any adventure for a good meal and a mind-set switch and after any adventure for a shower and debrief.  I would not have even considered continuing east without a stop to see Sofia. 

I heard her steps. The clapping increased, and soon she was running towards the gate while holding a scarf over her head to protect an elegant bun. How she could run in high heels and a tight business skirt, how she could look so polished after a day at the office and a bus ride in the rain were mysteries to me. 

But then, I was often a mystery to her. 

“Is that all you have?” She shouldered my backpack and led the way back to her door. 

“That’s all I need. I’m only staying one night.”

She laughed. At the surface, our friendship made no sense. I liked dirt, mountain tops and muddy boots. Sofia liked little French cafés, poetry and designer shoes. I avoided cities; Sofia thrived in their bustle. I wore neither makeup nor jewelry and rarely combed my hair; Sofia always tastefully sparkled. I lived comfortably out of a duffel bag; Sofia’s closets overflowed with fashion. 

Our friendship, however, was not impaired by superficial differences. It was grown slowly, as all strong things with deep roots are. Sofia was that friend – the one with the courage to kick me back on track when I lost my way, the patience to listen while I worked through my own drama, and the wits to be a worthy opponent when we bantered. Sofia made me think, and she made me laugh. 

She was then the only person with whom I dared share that my “soul” had separated from my physical body. 

“How interesting!” 

The concepts of Soul and the possibility of an out-of-body experience were not unsettling to Sofia. She had grown up in a religious household and comfortably believed in spirits, angels and a Greater Power beyond ourselves. 

“You mean ‘How insane!’” 

I, however, had lost such faith decades prior. I was raised without a religion by a non-practicing Jewish father and an Atheist mother raised Catholic. As a small child, I talked with God in my head. I asked questions, I asked for protection, and sometimes I asked for things. I assumed that everyone spoke with God, but as I grew older, I discovered it was not so. Neither grownup in my household spoke to God. My mother didn’t believe in God; she believed in self-reliance. My father spoke to the ocean if he needed higher counsel. I don’t know the form of the ocean’s answers he received, but he always seemed happiest after he had been at sea. 

My divine conversations became a private affair, a well-guarded secret I didn’t bring home. When I was nine years old, I joined a boarding school. Suddenly I had friends, real people of my own age with whom to converse and play. My divine dialogs slowly tapered and eventually disappeared. 

I had nothing to ask God anyway. As a young adult, I was naturally lucky and content. All my unspoken wishes were fulfilled effortlessly. I had what my friends called a “direct line to the Universe”, but I shrugged off any religious insinuation and instead attributed my luck to hereditary optimism and charisma. I simply knew how to seize opportunities, work hard to achieve my goals and dreams and find silver linings in all situations.

I dedicated my twenties and much of my early thirties to the exploration of the physical world. I travelled to distant lands and learned who I was through immersion in cultures thoroughly different from mine. Religion was no more than an artifact of culture to me, on par with traditional costumes and foreign languages. 

In my mid-thirties, the scope of my exploration of the world tightened. I became fascinated with physics, from basic Newtonian to Quantum Physics. I meant to understand the world from its most basic building blocks and kept a steady supply of books by Richard Feynman and Michio Kaku by my bedside.

With this framework in place, I decided that "God" probably referred to the sum of all the energy in the universe. According to the first law of thermodynamics, energy could neither be created nor destroyed, only transformed. There could therefore be no "Creator". 

I also decided that since energy was the building block for all matter, there could be no hierarchy. Humans were therefore no more and no less worthy than any other creature or inanimate object, and I acted accordingly. I cared for trees, rocks and my vehicles as lovingly as I treated my friends and husband. I felt my attentions were returned and attributed part of my luck to the support of inanimate objects. 

As for death, I wasn't sure. I vaguely assumed that a system to recycle energy must exist, but mostly avoided thinking about it. The idea of my non-existence saddened me, and I found no value in making myself sad.

I considered this set of ideas my personal philosophy, not a dogma to be shared or preached. It simply provided me with enough of a spiritual framework to deflect the classic existential questions – who was I? Where did I come from? What was my purpose? And so forth – so that I could instead concentrate on planning and partaking in adventures, such as a random move to Minneapolis in the heart of winter.  

That night on Sofia’s sofa, however, my existential questions deflection system was failing me. 

“I don’t think you’re insane at all.” Sofia said. “Maybe, on the contrary, you had a spark of sanity. I just finished reading The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle. His path to enlightenment also started with a separation of the true self and ego.” She left the sofa and returned with the book from her bedroom. “Here, take my copy. I think you’ll find it interesting.” 

I couldn’t imagine I’d have time to read anything besides my own thesis in the upcoming months, but either because of Sofia’s reverence for the book or because of a small seed of intuition, I accepted her gift. 

We both left her apartment early the next morning. Sofia was late for work, as she often was when I visited, so we expedited our goodbyes. I set my bags down to give her a full-body embrace while we waited for the elevator. Unlike my goodbyes to Bellingham, I felt no heaviness in parting from Sofia, no sense of loss. I must have known intuitively that she also stood at the edge of the Rabbit Hole. In fact, she was closer to the edge than I was. 

“Read the book!” she said, as she kissed my cheek before disappearing into the elevator. 
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Chapter 4
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I drove eleven hours, over Snoqualmie Pass, across eastern Washington, Idaho and most of Montana to Livingston, and I remember none of it. All driving and traveling decisions were delegated to my trusty Toyota truck, while I spent the day in a parallel world –  the one inside my head. 

It was always a busy world inside my head in those days. Miles flew by while I agonized over the serial loss of Logan, my addiction to our dysfunctional relationship and the childhood patterns that might have led to this mess. 

Luckily, my journey’s logistics arranged themselves with minimal involvement on my part. No navigation was required as I traveled only on I90, and within an hour of leaving Sofia’s apartment, accommodations for the night had materialized. 

“The Hula Girl! How the hell are ya? You’re coming through Livingston? That’s great. I’m actually in the midst of tying loose ends to catch a plane to Florida tonight. I’ll be gone a few weeks, but hey, come on over anyhow. The door’s always open and help yourself to coffee...or smoothie... or whisky! Stay as long as you want. I wish I was there to meet you, but hopefully I’ll see ya next time you come around!” 

I hardly knew Jimmy. We had only met briefly in Death Valley a few years prior, drawn to each other by our matching Toyota trucks, one loaded with hula hoops, the other with a three-foot tall alien named Al. We had exchanged phone numbers, in case I someday found myself driving through Livingston. I would have never imagined I’d be sneaking in his empty house while he was away. 

I must have snuck in, but I don’t remember how. The door was locked when I arrived. Did Jimmy leave a key for me in the mailbox? Did I slip in through the garage or a window? Was it snowing? Did I eat dinner in the kitchen? Did I shower? Did I read before going to bed? I fell asleep having missed a whole day in the physical world. 

A few hours later, however, I was jolted awake from a deep sleep by Native American drumming right outside the bedroom window. My blood ran cold and the temperature inside my sleeping bag instantly rose by several degrees from the adrenaline rush. All my senses were on full alert. 

“All is well.” My brain said. “It’s likely just the neighbors practicing.” The rest of my body didn’t believe a word of it. This was wrong. This was so wrong that I couldn’t even muster enough courage to investigate. I zipped up my sleeping bag over my head, plugged my ears and lay still until the drumming dissipated. 

“Wow. Cool! You heard the drums. Not everybody does.” Jimmy said when I reported the event the next day. “Oh yeah, the house’s haunted. Sorry, forgot to tell you. Can’t see them myself, but supposedly there’s a little boy in the basement and an older lady who roams the corridor.”

I considered packing and moving on. Out-of-body experiences, vision fasts and now ghosts – I didn’t know what to make of it. But instead of driving on, I reached down my pack for the Eckhart Tolle book Sofia had given me. I lay down on Jimmy’s sofa, under the one lamp in the living room, and began reading. I suddenly had ample time to read –  I wasn’t about to fall asleep in a house filled with ghosts.  

In fact, the haunting proved beneficial to my first steps down the spiritual Rabbit Hole. Any creak or snap in the house, and I was instantly awake. For a whole week, I remained in a state of half-sleep I later learned is called Yoga Nidra – a state of relaxation within awareness, conducive to internal exploration and epiphanies. 

During the day, I read The Power of Now voraciously. I took notes and cross-referenced concepts in the book I felt were relevant to my life and in particular to my relationship with Logan. I only worked on my master’s thesis occasionally, out of a sense of obligation. At night, I scrutinized my life, my patterns, my reactions, through this new Now lens. 

My entire worldview and personal philosophy were dismantled in a few days. Tolle’s message resonated so clearly that I felt no need to run it through my skepticism sieve. I recognized the ego and its incessant voices, the emotional pain body, which cries and moans to the woes in its own story, and the sense of being both a watcher and a participant in said story. 

The Power of Now presented a worldview and a way of living that intellectually made sense to me yet felt very distant from the way I had lived my life up to that point. The discovery of this mental Promised Land was unnerving. Was the peak of growth and healing I had climbed with Mark’s help just a false summit? How much further until I reached healing and understanding? This had taken so long already. I growled about it at first but soon shouldered my metaphorical pack and kept climbing. At least, I sensed the true summit was in sight this time. 

After a week in Livingston, I bid the ghosts goodbye, tucked my finished copy of The Power of Now in my backpack and left through the garage. I didn’t feel any different physically and my mind was occupied with the same quandaries as when I first arrived, yet something had shifted. My life’s frame had been aggrandized and I sensed that if I could only step back to see the new frame, everything would make more sense. 

The first change I noticed was a slight release in my previously uncompromising work ethics. I had a thesis to write, but Mount Rushmore and Badlands National Parks were conveniently located on my route. I observed myself justifying –  my thesis would only be delayed by a few days at the most and my professional career in no way impacted. 

Mount Rushmore was not worth delaying my thesis. Even from a distance, the memorial looked like a monstrous tourist trap with an overflowing parking lot. I stopped a few miles short of the entrance and used a telephoto lens to record my visit to the stone presidents from the safety of the truck’s cab. 

I was so disappointed that I almost skipped the Badlands. But at the last moment, the truck, of its own volition it seemed, took the off ramp to the park. 

The Badlands reminded me of Death Valley, a smaller, more intimate version of the rugged parched landscape I knew and loved. I had the park to myself. Calm and joy filled my heart instantly – that sense of peaceful solitude one gets coming home after an arduous day. 

I lingered at each marked vista point, sat in the dirt, listened to the wind race through carved buttes and snapped hundreds of almost identical photos. But the park was small and in spite of my best lingering effort, I was back on the freeway heading towards Minneapolis and my thesis writing duties within two hours. 

I watched myself try to justify turning around, but could not find any reasonable excuse to do so. Finally, I asked “permission” – I called Darcy. 

“Hi, so ... I just drove through Badlands National Park and I’m back on the freeway now, but ...” 

Darcy knew me well. She could guess the next words from the tone in my voice. She laughed and completed my sentence.

“... but you want to turn around and go back. You should. I love you and I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Thank you! I love you too.”

I caught the next exit and drove back to the Badlands. I already knew where I was headed. One trailhead parking lot in particular had caught my attention. It was surrounded by sharp wind-carved buttes and spires on one side and a wide-open grass prairie on the other. Several trails left from the parking lot on the spires’ side. Most followed short loops around particularly spectacular geologic features. 

I had assumed I would walk several of these trails and learn from the displays about the geology of the area. But suddenly, as I stood at the trailhead with my camera and a gallon of water in hand, an overwhelming need for space overtook me. I turned away from all the trails, crossed the road, and walked across the prairie in a straight line to no particular destination. I was giddy with a sense of freedom.  I laughed and skipped across the golden grass.

I had taken to hiking alone in Bellingham but always on familiar well-trodden trails. I also had ample bushwhacking and off-trail experience but always in the company of climbing partners, fellow geologists, friends and significant others. Here though, was a brand new landscape with unknown dangers and not another human in sight. 

I loved it!

Instead of feeling vulnerable, I felt safer because I was alone. I explored the vast prairie on my own terms. I checked neither my direction nor the length of time I was gone, yet returned to the truck exactly on time to watch the sunset from the comfort of my tailgate. When the first stars appeared and the chill of the evening descended on the park, I crawled in the back of the truck and snuggled down in my sleeping bag for my first night alone in the truck. 

I listened attentively for potential dangers because it was the common sense response to the situation. But not even the howling wolves in the distance could alter my potentially unfounded yet deeply rooted sense of safety. 
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Chapter 5
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02/12/2011, Minneapolis, MN.

Excerpt from my journal

I think over a week has passed since I last wrote in here. Since I got to MN, my life’s mostly been about thesis writing. During the day, I don’t exist. My mind is 100% in thesis mode. I make it a point to not think about it in the evenings. The one time I did, I ended up recalculating a set of equations I had calculated correctly the first time. 

It was -8 F the day I arrived here. It has not warmed up much since. A man today told me that you should not blink when riding a bicycle in this weather lest your eyelashes freeze together and keep your eyes shut. He had just fallen off his bicycle as a result of this. Seriously! I might as well have moved to another planet.

On another note, I have been trying to meditate a little bit every day as Tolle suggested, but so far, I have not been successful in quieting my mind. I have better luck with finding peace when I walk by the Mississippi, even if I have to bundle up like an astronaut to get there. 

I outwardly led a simple life in Minneapolis. Every morning, I walked to the University of Minnesota, where the Geology department secretary had graciously allowed me the use of an empty office, even though I had no affiliation to the department beyond my friendship with Darcy. I wrote my thesis until about four in the afternoon, when I left school to aerate my brain by the Mississippi. I always walked along the western river shore, starting upstream. The path on the western side descended away from traffic and closer to the river’s level. I could pretend I was following a river in the wild. Once I felt sufficiently aerated, but not yet completely frozen, I returned to the Arthur house, as it was affectionately named for its street address, for dinner. 

Three geologist women lived in the Arthur house with me, two young post-doctorate researchers, one from Japan and one from Switzerland, and my good friend Darcy, already several years into her PhD program. The house oozed with studiousness, smarts and worldliness – all traits I valued and respected. This familiar world of brainy scientists was made all the more comfortable by Darcy’s nurturing little attentions, from a bowl of homemade granola, to a sympathetic ear for my Logan woes, to a new custom-handmade hula hoop for my upcoming desert adventure. I was spoiled in the Arthur house. It was a good home. 

The apparent simplicity of my life in Minneapolis, however, belied the inward system upgrade in progress. Sofia and I spoke every day just to keep up with each other’s inner explorations. 

The night of my departure from Washington, while I was zipping my sleeping bag to escape ghostly drums, Sofia was falling into a vortex of energy. The details of this event are, of course, hers to share if she ever chooses to, but in general, the event was similar to Tolle’s description of his own spiritual awakening. Sofia had been granted the gift of clarity and understanding, while I still swam in the murky waters of undefined consciousness. 

She met my unending flow of questions with infinite patience and definite answers. This was no longer the Sofia with whom I had bantered for years, but a wise and patient guru who had no interest in discussing topics for the mere sake of a discussion. Either she felt she knew, or she didn’t. If she didn’t, there was no point in speculating, because we would eventually, when it was time, learn what we needed to learn. 

I probably would not have fared too well if the only path to spiritual awakening required the mentorship of a guru, even a patient and loving one. I overflowed with questions and found no consolation in knowing that all would be revealed in due time, which was always later than the now in which I had the question. 

Luckily for my frail sanity and friendship with Sofia, one night, as I was pouring questions into my journal, something or someone with a different style, voice and penmanship than mine joined in my internal dialog with some answers. 

This was the beginning of a voluminous body of written conversations between me and the Unseen. My journal took on a completely different character after that night. I no longer cared to record mundane happenings. My direct line to the Universe was back in service, and this time on an unlimited minutes plan. Sofia had been recording her own conversations with God since she had fallen in the vortex, which gave me a little faith in the process.

02/15/2011, Minneapolis, MN

Excerpt from my journal [first conversation, edited for length]

So, if Sofia is right and our dramas are only internal movies, why is it so hard to let them go? Why am I still thinking about Logan every day? Am I addicted to my own passionate chick flick? The previews didn’t match the main act, yet it is the previews I am still playing in my head. The actual movie didn’t make me feel good.

Not quite me: The movie you create, since you are the director, should not make you feel bad. You should write movies the way you want them to play. You’re the star and the director both.

Me: Can I write a movie without Logan in it?

Not Me (NM): Sure you can. But you don’t. He still is the star of all your inner movies. Write a new plot. Without writing it. Live it. Don’t worry too much about what comes next. Just know that it will be good. It will be fantastic. It will be an adventure.

Me: It’s true that I am having good adventures. I am thankful for all the opportunities and experiences I have had so far. I feel pretty lucky to live here, in this house and by the Mississippi for a little while. I am also thankful for having met Logan and for having now gone away from him. I am sorry he hurts and I wish I could help him.

NM: You can’t help him if you are not solid. You were placed together to ignite your creative minds. Logan is closer to who he wants to be today because he met you. I don’t need to tell you the leaps in growth you have made as a result of being with him.

Me: Did I really need to leave then? Shouldn’t I have stayed and completed my learning?

NM: Your learning is complete. Logan and you are linked, like all. What is to come of you two involves many factors. You, him, and everything else. The whole system is in balance. We cannot predict which way the machine will sway.

Me: The machine? What do you mean by machine?

NM: I mean the interpersonal relationships that constitute a person’s social life. 

Me: Are we that influenced by others?

NM: No, we are not. We are dependent on their energies. Right now you cannot be with Logan because his energy field is stronger than yours. You have not yet established in your mind who you are.  You get pulled in. You lose yourself.

Me: Did you place me with Logan too soon then?

NM: Yes and no. Your growth process was expedited through the exposing of childhood wounds, but I had not anticipated his draw on you. 

Me: But! Didn’t you create me? Didn’t you know this about me?

NM: Ha ha! No, I knew. I just listened to your prayers. You asked for passion, you asked for a climber. That is what you received. 

Me: So, can I know if I will go back or even if I should go back?

NM: No, that would take all the fun away! Just know that all is well. You are going to be fine. I have great plans in store for you. And 

actually, I have great plans in store for Logan too.

Me: Okay. Thank you for taking the time to answer my questions.

NM: Anytime. I’m always here.
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Chapter 6
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It was still dark when I stepped outside and started at a slow run towards the river. The cold air fogged my breath and froze the tip of my nose, but I didn’t have much time if I wanted to reach the Mississippi by sunrise. I arrived right on schedule to see the first golden rays of sun pierce through the morning fog and illuminate the tree tops. The scene looked like a postcard, but I hardly noticed; I was on a quest for answers. 

The Death Valley Vision Fast manual recommended a one-day fast and nature walk approximately a month before the main fast to habituate our bodies and minds to the concept. I welcomed the challenge. Despite my daily walks, the difference of pace between my hiking and climbing life in Bellingham and my sedentary thesis-writing life in Minneapolis was beginning to affect my mood and health. 

I decided that I would walk along the Mississippi River from sunup to sundown, following the river’s flow. Darcy would pick me up at sunset however far I had gotten. This was not just an adventure by the river; I meant to treat my walk as a real vision fast by keeping my mind open to guiding signs and greater meanings beyond the surface appearances of a mid-city river shore. 

Despite the grounded wisdom in the Death Valley Vision Fast manual, which I had read twice, and despite my daily conversations with God and Sofia, I still sensed that something I needed to understand lay less than an eighth of an inch out of reach. And if I could open my mind to the possibility of its existence, I’d see it. 

“Good morning Mississippi. What is my quest, please?” 

My gaze left the spectacle of sun rays through the fog to fall at my feet where a white feather awaited to be noticed. Feather ... Flight ... Freedom. Could it be this obvious? 

02/01/2011, Seattle, WA (At Sofia’s the morning of my departure) 

Excerpt from my journal

Titled: “A dream: A feather from the Albatross”

I was in a beautiful field of green grass in the spring. The sky was blue and filled with floating cottonwood. I thought that since I didn’t know what to do next, I should stay in this field until I received a message from the Universe. A flock of birds flew overhead and shat all around me, but not on me. Then, one of them, which I knew to be an Albatross, landed next to me, plucked one of its feathers and placed it in my hand with a pointed look. It flew away with no further explanation. 

The feather was short and soft, like a down feather. It was ruffled as though it had gotten through some hard times. It was black with four red stripes. After a while, I noticed that there was some small writing on it, but none of it made sense to me. I didn’t know what the message meant. I still don’t. 

Although the feather I found by the Mississippi was nothing like the albatross’s feather of my dream, I assumed this was the sign for which I’d asked. So, my quest was freedom. Freedom from what? Freedom from my own thoughts, antiquated beliefs, detrimental relationships, social expectations? I still could not read the metaphorical small writing on the feather. I recalled the pointed look on the albatross’s face. Clearly, I was still missing something. 

—————-
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Side note: The night before I left Minneapolis, I saw the actual feather of my dream in the Arthur house, complete with stripes and a ruffled down edge. That feather belonged to Darcy. It had been given to her as a token of love by an ex-partner, but was, by then, reduced to nothing more than the equivalent of salt on a wounded heart. We agreed to trade feathers. Whichever meaning I chose to assign to it, my feather would, at least, always be a precious gift from a dear friend.

—————-
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After a few miles, the trail along the Mississippi left the river bank and climbed back up to a side street with an unusual amount of religious buildings. Within a few blocks, I had walked by a mosque, a synagogue, and several Christian churches of various denominations. My mind turned to religion. 

What puzzled me most about religion was why a divine entity hierarchically superior to the creatures of the earth would choose to dwell indoors. But then, by the virtue of omnipresence, the Divine would, of course, occupy indoor spaces as well. Maybe my predilection for being in nature did not warrant judging others’ modes of worship. Still, I couldn’t help feeling a little smug that my church came complete with snow covered peaks, sand dunes, fresh air and the most diverse of all congregations. I could have a “religious” experience anywhere and anytime, including while walking along the Mississippi. 

A fleeting thought crossed my mind, “Wouldn’t it be nice to walk in nature full-time?” 

No sooner had I completed the thought that I was struck down by Mother Nature’s lightning rod of fate: “I am walking the Pacific Crest Trail!” There was no pondering the feasibility or reasonability of this adventure. It was decreed and non-negotiable. I stopped walking and repeated it out loud to ensure I understood the implications of my mission, “I am walking the PCT. I am taking six months off next year and walking from Mexico to Canada. Wow!” The joyous trepidation that always precedes great adventures suddenly filled my heart. I stepped off the sidewalk to briefly note in my journal: “1. Freedom is my quest. Nature is my church. Adventure is my path”. Yes, these words rang true. I resumed my journey with a much bouncier gait.  

After the last church, the trail followed residential streets for another mile. I could see the river below, down the steep banks, and wished the trail would return to its side. A few steps later, the trail veered right sharply, straight down to the river. 

As soon as I returned to the river’s side, the trail turned into a muddy mess through the snow. I wished it would be drier, and again within a few steps the trail was dry and firm. How curious! Was I granted any wish I made? 

This needed to be tested. I wished for a bathroom –  in part because I needed one –  then I remembered the filthy port-a-potty I had seen a few miles back and added “a clean bathroom”. If I were to fully test this out, I might as well ... “a clean bathroom, in a concrete building, with flush toilets and sinks.” I giggled. It was a ridiculous demand; I was in the woods, a fair distance from the residential street above, and the trail continued along the river as far as I could see. 

The Universe giggled back a few minutes later when the trail bifurcated to a trailhead with a large parking lot and the bathroom I had just described. I sat at a picnic table and wrote in my journal “2. All my needs are taken care of. All I have to do is ask.”

After I left the bathroom, I got lost. I walked through a meadow covered in undisturbed snow and followed what I believed was one of the Mississippi’s meandering channels. My mind was racing. “All these channels eventually flow to the Mississippi. All rivers flow to the ocean. Maybe the same is true of souls. Maybe all souls flow towards enlightenment, at their own rate, by their own paths”.

I became so fascinated by my own “insightfulness” that I forgot to pay attention to the trail and, somehow, returned to the entrance of the meadow covered in snow, which was this time disturbed by my own footprints. 

I figured I must have needed to repeat this section. Nothing is upsetting to one who seeks greater meanings in everything. I walked through the snow again with an eye out for anything I might have missed the first time but found no further lesson in the meadow. When I finally rejoined the main trail, I stopped for a brief nap on a bench and a journal entry: “3. All paths flow towards enlightenment, but sometimes loops might be necessary before the journey can continue. These are actually not loops but upward spirals.”

I was still pondering what had happened in the meadow since the correct path had been glaringly obvious on my second pass through it, when I caught a glimpse of Minneapolis in the distance. I should have been walking away from Minneapolis, not towards it. Had I lost my way through the meadow a second time? Was the lack of food affecting my cognitive functions? I was about to turn around when I heard a clear, authoritative, genderless voice in my head, “Keep going. Trust me and keep going.” 

I was hesitant; it was insistent. It didn’t sound like me, but it seemed confident, so I decided to comply. This might have been my first true act of blind faith. Every sensory input insisted I was heading in the wrong direction, yet the voice in my head assured me I would not be led astray. I walked another half hour, continually checking over my shoulder for an excuse to disobey, until I was close enough to distinguishing features in the cityscape. 

The similarities between Minneapolis, behind me, and St. Paul, ahead, were striking and I understood why they are called the Twin Cities. The voice “smiled” approvingly. 

“4. Trust and Faith” is all I wrote. I didn’t know what I meant but guessed I would, at some point, understand. 

As I walked through St. Paul, I noticed a sense of lightness about me. I had been walking on an empty stomach for about ten hours by then. I thought I would feel weak; in fact, I felt stronger, as though I had switched out a heavy backpack for a much lighter one. I could almost fly. 

I began prancing along a congested street and singing a loud nonsensical song within earshot of St. Paulians stuck in rush hour traffic. The words were a poorly rhymed parody of all the great “insights” I had gained on my journey.

How ridiculous was I? 

“Oh, my quest is freedom, it is so important. Look at me flow up the spiral to enlightenment. I am guided by voices. That’s how I make my choices.” My song turned to laughter, the kind usually associated with the glee of small children, completely unhindered by social filters. So, I could get a little far out after only a day without food. This was good to know. 

“I made a large Moroccan stew. You must be starving.” Darcy said as she swung the passenger door open to welcome me. 

“I’m walking the PCT next year!” I jumped in the seat and reached across the center console to hug her.

“What’s PCT?”

“It’s a long trail. I think 3,000 miles. It goes from the Mexican border to the Canadian border, across California, Oregon and Washington, through national parks, deserts, forests, just endless wilderness. I’m so excited!”

She laughed. “Yes, that sounds like something you’d do.” 

We drove home a mere twenty minutes away, retracing the steps of my twelve-hour journey. I didn’t feel hungry at all. I felt light and joyous. 

Darcy’s stew was divine, and I was grateful to her even though I missed much of the meal because my mind was in hyper-drive planning and dreaming of the PCT. Darcy listened attentively; she would not get to the point of PCT-conversation-saturation for another couple of weeks. 

I also shared with her the day’s “epiphanies” and was surprised to discover the depth of my scientific-minded friend’s interest in spirituality. In her own unique way, Darcy was exploring the same edges. Maybe everyone was exploring the same edges. I just hadn’t been aware of it before because I had not invited the conversation. 

I went to bed early that night and reintegrated my daily routine the next morning. Although I was tackling the same set of glacial data in my thesis’s Results section and walking the same Mississippi afternoon walks, I never returned to the mental space I occupied before the one-day fast. Knowing I was to walk the PCT gave my busy mind a wonderful dream with which to play, like sunshine above the clouds on a dreary day. And, also, it distracted me from my growing nervousness about the approaching vision fast. 
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Chapter 7
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02/25/2011

Facebook note, [edited for length]

Titled: “What not to do if you live by the Mississippi River”

I was in a very bad mood this morning, so I decided to go air myself out by the Mississippi. I have just met the River, but already it has provided me with good ideas, great sunsets and inspiration for adventures, so I hoped it would cure my case of the blues.

I found a path in the snow and followed it down to the river. The trail meandered through trees then out onto a flat snow field along the river. 

Now, I have never seen this river in the summer, so I don’t know what sort or banks it has. Is the steep part the banks? Was I walking on snow over a sandy shore, rocks, water? I really liked the trail because it was down from all the city commotion and I felt as though I was walking in the wild, plus it was in the sun. 

I thought, “Well, there are steps here, and they look no older than yesterday based on the light dusting of snow that covers them. The person who made these, based on the size of the footprints, was much bigger than I am and he (most likely a he) didn’t sink that much. And, it’s colder today than yesterday. If yesterday the ice was strong enough to hold a large man, even if I am over water, it should be solid enough to hold me today.” 

They say that every accident can be pinpointed in hindsight to one single bad decision ... I committed to the trail on the flat.

It was a gorgeous day out despite the below-freezing temperature. I followed the man’s steps for about half an hour, took photos, enjoyed the sun and the trees and took deep breaths. I was approaching a bridge when I noticed there was ice at the bottom of the steps. I started the thought “That’s odd. I wonder if the snow in the steps thawed and then refroze as ice with the colder temperature or if the ice here is so thin that the water from the Mississippi is ...” Jolt of adrenaline! I was suddenly down to my left hip in water, left hand and arm included. I swore. My other leg was folded over the ice still, so I tried to push myself out, but the ice gave out under my right leg as well. I grabbed on to the snow towards the shore, but the ice was breaking from the hole in which I was to wherever I tried to go. Finally, in a very ungraceful commando maneuver, I beached myself on the ice, kicked my legs out and belly crawled to the shore until I had a tree firmly in hand.

My heart was racing. I swore a couple of times to clear my head and said out loud “Who the hell is so stupid as to go hike alone on top of a frozen river?” I took my gloves off to wring them out, but they froze solid in their wrung position. I cracked the ice off them and put my hands back in quickly before they became so frozen as to make them unwearable. My left leg and boot and my left arm from the elbow down were covered in a thin sheet of ice. A pain in my left thigh let me know that I would have a bruise to commemorate this event.

I scrambled up the banks and crawled onto a paved sidewalk. It felt so anti-climatic to find myself on a road in a pleasant neighborhood with cars driving by while I stood there –  a death-defying ice-caked weirdo –  that I laughed for at least a full minute before moving on – the kind of nerve-releasing laugh characteristic of post-adrenaline events.

I walked home on the road and by the time I got here, my gloves and pants felt like they were made of inflexible plastic. It took me a while to thaw, but I am well and warm now.

––––––––

[image: ]


The truth is, I enjoyed falling in the Mississippi River. 

It woke me up and calmed me down simultaneously. It made me wonder. What if I had fallen all the way in? Would I have known how to get out? Would my friends have found my death in the Mississippi strange or appropriate? Would I have regretted not saying goodbye to anyone? Would I have regretted anything in the life I’ve lived? 

I discovered, or remembered, that I was okay with dying. I felt no need to expedite my own demise but accepted the risks inherent to living a life at the edge of my own comfort zone. In fact, the closer to the edge I played, the more alive I felt. So I could go out into the desert and fast for four days. I knew I would not fear death – I might fear other things, but at least death would not be one of them. 

I updated my will and had it notarized. My truck would go to Darcy, my motorcycle to Rosie. Investments I still held would alleviate the financial burden of friends, and anything left would be donated to the Pacific Crest Trail Association. 

The news of my brush with an icy death spread through my network of friends like wildfire. For a week following the incident, love and friendship poured into my phone, email and Facebook page. This gave me the opportunity to say goodbye and to express my gratitude to each of my friends before the fast. 

When the time came to leave Minneapolis for the desert, I felt my affairs were in order. I could leave the life I had known and step into a new one. 
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Part 2


Meeting the Grandmothers
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“Would you like to have some Medicine Power?" Frog asked." "Medicine Power?" asked Little Mouse. "Why yes, if it is possible." "Then crouch as low as you can, and jump as high as you are able. You will have your Medicine." Little Mouse did as he was instructed. He crouched as low as he could and jumped. And when he did, he saw the Sacred Mountains. Little Mouse could hardly believe his eyes, but there they were. But then, he fell back to Earth and landed in the river. Little Mouse scrambled back to the bank. He was wet and frightened nearly to Death. "You have tricked me!" Little Mouse screamed at the Frog. "Wait," said the Frog. "You are not harmed. Do not let your fear and anger blind you. What did you see?" "I," Mouse stammered, "I saw the Sacred Mountains!" "Yes, and you have a new name!" Frog said, "It is Jumping Mouse."

- Native American Lore -
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Chapter 8
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03/02/2011

Email from Helena, Vision Fast guide:

“The Grandmothers already know that you are coming. They are speaking to you now. Listen to the wind and the voice in your heart, and open to your wisdom.”

I left Minneapolis in late March, right as the snow was starting to melt. My master’s thesis was written, though I knew it still needed much editing before it could be submitted to the Dean. I filed all things related to my thesis in a large mental folder in a back drawer of my brain under “temporarily on hold – please resume after the fast” and drove towards the desert without a second thought about it. 
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