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When you know nature as part of yourself,

You will act in harmony.

When you feel yourself part of nature,

You will live in harmony.


Tao Te Ching
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How He Lost It
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Noah grew up fast because he had to. During his youth his father’s drinking increased and his mother had been unable to do anything about it. The few complaints she made had been like the dry leaves of desert shrubs that go unnoticed until curled on the ground, yielding a crunching sound when stepped on. Frank was too busy making his own plans to realize that his wife was wilting in the desiccated land he insisted on calling home. Clearly it was his home and he made no bones about it. “I grew up here, didn’t I?” he arrogated. Where else would I build a gahddamn home?”

Frank could be belligerent at times, consequently Anne-Marie often felt helpless. In her later years she was prone to wandering aimlessly about the house in a cotton shift, increasingly unsure of herself. Anne-Marie could be counted on to prepare a simple breakfast (toast and coffee) and dinner (frozen food), but her children were on their own for the rest of the day. Consequently by age nine Noah assumed most of the responsibility for himself and his younger brother Nathan—and by the time he reached his teens he had become a young man prone to daydreams of escape. The only bright spot in his childhood was the sporadic appearance of his grandfather, J. T. Dawson, who would show up unannounced every few months. 

J. T., a former rodeo star, drove an old Indian motorcycle with broad fenders, which made a big impression on young Noah. When Noah heard the motorcycle’s rumbling, he would put on his sneakers and run outside, the screen door slamming behind him. He would climb onto the cracked black-leather seat behind his grandfather and together they would explore whichever landscapes that seemed in need of being explored. They visited abandoned silver mines hidden in the cradles of mountains, ancient ruins left behind by the Anasazi, and the high mesas where it seemed to Noah the wind conveyed subtle messages. Occasionally they stopped to talk with Navajo and Hopi men who lived on the reservations, his grandfather’s former rodeo friends, but mostly they cruised the wide-open lands—places where you could see thirty or more miles ahead. If they came to an interesting spot, they would stroll a while in the landscape taking it all in: the silvery sagebrush, the jackrabbits hunkering under shrubs and the gopher snakes that looked at them with curiosity. 

When J. T. died, Noah continued this tradition of exploring the land. His only other outlet for dealing with his parent’s continual conflict was playing a used steel-string guitar his mother had purchased for herself but lacked the patience to learn. Noah had sat for hours on a bail of hay by the barn picking notes and strumming chords. After teaching himself several rock classics, he became proficient enough to write his own songs, and by his junior year of high school he formed an alternative rock band, Transit to Nowhere, whose high-energy songs called for change in a troubled world. A naïve observer might call these songs a reflection of Noah’s difficult childhood, but to Noah and his band mates—Sally, Myra, Tim, and Roger—it went far beyond that. They believed themselves to be on a mission to heal the world via song. Noah, who had spent much of his youth exploring the back roads on his grandfather’s motorcycle, wrote tunes like “The Dusty Way to Freedom” and “The Eagle’s Opinion.” He had been a daydreamer during those years, an idealist hoping beyond any reasonable expectation for a better world. He told his friends: “The world can be anything we want it to be,” and he meant it. 

When Noah finished high school, he thought about becoming a professional musician but in the end he decided to study biology because he felt—having spent his youth exploring the wilderness—that everything worthwhile comes from nature. He looked at his hands and observed how effortlessly his fingers opened and closed, and he was also impressed by how the branches of trees waved in the breeze as if saying hello, and how songbirds sometimes approached and sang a few notes when he played guitar on the front porch. To Noah the best places on earth were those in which nature held sway. During his long sojourns in the wilderness he often took a writing journal with him. After driving a while he would find a quiet place to rest under the shade of a juniper tree and scribble down his thoughts. He wrote the following words when he was eighteen, just before he left for college.

These days it’s getting harder to find places where one dirt road leads to another, but it’s still possible out here in the wilds. Here a person can be without any other purpose in mind. 

Today I’ve found a sun-warmed spot of sand. It’s a place just for me—at least that’s how it feels. The minutes pass slowly here. I find myself wondering what the animals are thinking. Are they like people? Do they ever get restless waiting for the hours to pass? 

I lean back and close my eyes and after a while I feel the wind playing with my hair.

Time passes.

And more time passes.

It’s hard to say how much time—maybe just long enough for a few heartbeats of a jittery bumblebee, or maybe longer than a desert tortoise’s lifetime. And after a while I get the feeling that there are gentle spirits drifting in the wind. 

Who are these spirits? The ancestors come to remind me of something I’ve missed? Maybe I’ve gotten too much sun, but I have the impression they’re waiting for me to do something. Or perhaps for humanity to do something.

My lips are dry. I’m in a land with little water. Yet I know there are currents here just like in the open ocean— ebbs and flows a person could easily miss.

Noah’s connection with nature was hardly a passing whim. He lived it and breathed it until he left his home in Arizona to attend college in Massachusetts. His mother had only shrugged when he told her of his plans to attend M.I.T. to pursue his interest in biology. His father was more strident: “Go ahead and waste your time in some fancy college!” he said, not trying to disguise his disgust. Frank, like his son, had an abiding respect for nature, yet he didn’t think one could study it in a book. Rather, he felt a person needed to experience it firsthand. At one time Frank had considered turning his property into a dude ranch, a place where city folk could ride horses and get a feeling for what he called “the real world of nature.” His view of higher education was less noble: “College isn’t going to teach you a damn thing. All they care about is gahddamn facts!” 

Nonetheless Noah did go to college and after six years he completed a master’s degree in Molecular Biology. Soon after, he was recruited to work for a top-ranked biotechnology firm, Exact Gene Technologies. 

Noah worked for eight years at EGT, embracing the world of facts and figures his father had warned him about. In the laboratory in which he spent his time everything was synthetic—fabricated from glass, plastic or metal. Years before he had explored the tranquil canyons. He had strolled among fields of prairie sunflowers and climbed craggy hills of volcanic rock to gaze at the stone ruins left behind by the Anasazi—ancestors of the Hopi, Zuni, and other Pueblo Indians. Later he’d written about the small things of nature that can inspire a person. But now all of this had been relegated to memory. Like so many people who trundle up their dreams to enter the working world, Noah had become efficient. Indeed, after eight years of hard work he managed to become the head of the corporate research laboratory at EGT.

At the end of winter of 2012 it was overcast and rainy in Massachusetts. Noah’s work week began with its usual routine: his morning meeting with his lab techs, the sharing of information regarding experiments in progress, and the myriad of decisions regarding priorities for the coming week. Noah ran a tight ship because he had to. There was no room for mistakes in the world of biotechnology. One accident, one careless spill, and a rigorous quarantine would be imposed. 

That morning Noah awoke early. He doused his face with cold water and dressed in black jeans and a denim shirt. He made some toast and gulped a quick cup of coffee and drove to work. After arriving at EGT, he passed through security, took the elevator to the third floor, and entered his lab with a five-digit digital code. Then he proceeded to his office, passing the parallel rows of incubators, fume hoods, and work stations of multi-tasking computers. By 9:00 A.M. he’d met with his technicians and answered their questions and by 10:00 A.M. he was seated at his desk. Previously he immediately would have gotten to work on research reports, but on this day he found himself staring out the window at the manicured lawn surrounding EGT’s corporate headquarters. He was pondering alternate names for the Sustained Tissue Culture Lab he managed, S.T.C.L. (pronounced “Stickle). His latest thought was it ought to be called “Sickness Taking Control Lab.” Yes, he thought to himself. It’s a sickness. EGT was producing genetically modified products such as Gen-Corn and Gen-Wheat, and recently it had begun producing cosmetic products derived from human fetal tissues—a fact he found disturbing. His colleagues in the marketing division had told him they loved the abbreviation GMO for genetically modified organism. To them it was a piece of marketing genius. GMO: it sounded like the name of a race car, thus creating the impression they wished to convey. GMOs: They’re empowering—certainly nothing to worry about! Noah had shrugged off the rhetoric in his early years at EGT, but lately he had become fed up with it. There were simply too many unknowns.

Noah rarely talked about his work when he returned home to his apartment in Boston. If pressed by friends, he would talk in generalities. He uttered not one word about the conflicts of interest that were draining him. How in hell could he tell his friends that he’d been staying up all hours of the night writing computer simulations exploring questions like: What if a virulent GMO strain were accidentally released? What if innocent people died because of my work? There was no way to explain to them that he had become involved in something so potentially perilous. 

In the last few weeks everything had gotten worse.  He’d been feeling a crushing fatigue accompanied by terrible headache. He was even hearing voices in his head telling him, “It’s enough now, Noah!” There was no denying it. His once-relaxed smile had become as tight as plastic wrap. Part of him wished to return to the quiet canyons he had explored in his youth, yet there was no time to consider such things on busy days in which twenty-four hours was never enough. Instead, his attention was directed toward the relentless demands of his work: the meetings with technicians, the checking of experimental data, the running of complex statistical analyses, and the presentation of research results in a way that management might understand.

Noah hadn't wanted to talk with anyone that day. He was thinking that he might take off early and go for a run to kick off steam. But that morning his boss, Joe Chapman, came by the lab. Joe, a heavyset blonde-haired man, was EGT's Chief of Research Management. There were two sides of Joe: Smiling Joe who patted people on the back and Business Joe who was all about the bottom line. That morning Business Joe was talking to Noah. They were sitting among piles of research papers in Noah’s office, and Joe was saying, “So tell me. When is DP74 finally going to be ready for human testing?” 

“Listen,” Noah told him. “I have to be straight with you. We’re still having problems with point mutations.”

“Still?” Joe exclaimed. “I thought we’d resolved that.”

This was the third meeting in as many months in which Noah had informed Joe about the potential risks of proceeding too quickly with the research, yet the message had not sunk in. The problem was this: Joe, an accountant by training, thought in terms of profits, revenues, and quarterly earnings statements, whereas Noah thought in terms of the intricacy of biological interactions. 

“It’s complicated,” Noah explained. “It’s not just the mutations. We’re also having trouble with the DNA insert.”

Joe put his hands over his eyes. “Noah, this is not what I want to hear.”

Lately the pressures on Noah had become relentless. It had become impossible to walk the line between what EGT required and what his conscience demanded.  He wanted to produce products that were safe for people, yet that took more research years than EGT deemed cost effective. In the last weeks he had been having nightmares about biological disasters caused by hasty decisions. In one of these, he’d accidentally left a rack of centrifuge tubes on the roof of his car. When he drove off, the tubes shattered, releasing an airborne virus that killed off thousands of songbirds. In another, he cut himself with a scalpel and found himself being transformed into a red-eyed genetic monster.

“Come on, Noah,” Joe was saying, “I can’t hold off the board forever. Can't you do something to speed things up?”

Noah lost his patience then. “Christ, Joe. Do I really need to spell it out? DP74 is a living organism. If even one mutation occurred, there could be serious consequences. Don’t you get it? People could die if we don't get this right!”

After Joe left, Noah placed his elbows on this desk and rested his head in hands. He let his head drop on his arms and soon he fell into a restless sleep. He dreamed he was running then—running as fast as he could as the earth crumbled beneath his feet. He ran and ran. He ran until his sneakers shredded and fell off him and he was barefoot in the darkness. He was lost then. He could see no way forward. There was no path in sight. No future. But just then he saw a faint light in the distance. He walked toward the light and eventually it led to a circle of covered wagons. People were standing there warming their hands by a campfire. They weren’t just any people, Noah realized. They were People of Conscience. It was in their eyes: so full of hope. His grandfather was among them. J. T. was stirring the embers of the fire with a crooked branch of a juniper tree. Slowly he raised his head and spoke: “Did you forget who you are, boy? Did you forget about the sky? Did you forget about the rocks and the trees?” 

That evening a hard rain was falling. When Noah arrived at his apartment in Boston, there were no parking spots available, so he parked several blocks away and walked home in the pouring rain. He was soaked by the time he got home. 

“Isabella?” he called out when he entered the apartment. Isabella, are you here?”

“I’m in the kitchen, Noah,” she replied.

Isabella, his girlfriend, was sitting at the kitchen table brushing her long black hair. “Where have you been, Noah?” she asked. “I've been waiting over an hour! The diner’s cold.” She was clearly exasperated, but when she saw his drenched clothes and his forlorn expression, her tone changed to concern.

“Noah. Is something wrong?”

His jaw clenched and his right arm twitched involuntarily. What could he tell her? What the hell could he say? Everything he had hoped for. It had vanished.

“What’s wrong, Noah?” she asked again.

He could hear the edge in her voice. It sounded like a piece of corrugated metal scraping across the kitchen tiles. What’s wrong? What’s wrong? It seemed to be coming from far away. 

What’s wrong? Is something wrong?

But how can you reply to a question like that? Are you supposed to somehow explain that you feel like a crumbled up piece of paper tossed into a waste basket? 

“Noah? Are you okay?”

He began pacing back and forth, his shoulders tense, his arms as rigid as planks. 

The game, he thought. It had seemed so real. So damn believable. But in the end it hadn’t mattered. Not his job or his salary. Not the title embroidered in navy blue thread on his lab coat: Noah Dawson, Manager, Sustained Tissue Culture Lab. 

Deception. That’s what it was. Deception. Why hadn’t he seen it? Or had he seen it but chosen to ignore it? Hell, he’d hardly been an innocent bystander. He’d let it happen. Let it. All of it, all of the lies and glossing over truth. All of the ways money concerns defeated natural human concerns. All of the hypocrisy. He could feel the ice-cold grayness of it surrounding him. 

And then it came. 

It began with a fuse—a fuse triggered by a neural network signaling the amassing of dark-body cells with long, threadlike tentacles. These descended upon him, activating a spike-wave of erratic electricity. When it finally hit, it felt like glass shards penetrating his cranium. “Christ!” he yelled. “It’s all shit, Isabella!” His face contorted. A vein popped out on his forehead. 

“Shit, shit, shit, shit, SHIT!”

He began pounding his fist on the kitchen table. The dinner plates shook. A wine glass crashed to the floor. “All those years for what? For what?”

FOR WHAT?”

“Stop it, Noah!” Isabella screamed out, but he couldn’t stop. Over and over his fists pounded the table as words spilled out of his mouth—words that would make no sense, unless you’d spent years of your life pursuing a dream that had turned into a nightmare. 

“Just kill off all of nature!”

“They don’t care.”

“They just...DON’T CARE!”

It went on and on like this, his eyes darting back and forth, his hands in fists attacking the air. Isabella moved back as he continued to rave. Afterwards he strode into the living room, threw himself on the futon, and buried his head in its fabric. 

“Noah, talk to me,” Isabella pleaded. “Please tell me what’s happening.”

He didn’t respond—and couldn’t respond. Instead he lay rigid with his legs pulled tightly to his chest taking short-hard breaths. Then he sat up and began banging his head against the wall—again and again. When he finally stopped, he could only stare at a photograph of a cactus hanging on the living room wall.

Isabella was frantic. “What should I do?” she asked herself. “What the hell should I do?” Finally she decided to call Jared, her therapist. When she got him on the phone she told him, “I’ve never seen him like this. You’ve got to see him—right away!”

“Try to calm down,” Jared replied.

“But Jared. He’s acting so crazy.”

“Is he doing anything dangerous?”

“A minute ago he was banging his head against the wall.”

“What is he doing now?”

Isabella looked at Noah. “He’s staring at the wall, like he’s catatonic.”

“Listen to me, Isabella. Psychological crises are like other crises. Standard procedure in any emergency is to call 911. Is this an emergency?”

She hesitated.

“Does it look like he’s going to hurt himself—or you?”

“No, but he looks so helpless. Like a lost little boy.”

“All right, I think I understand. I’m going to help, but it’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

“But Jared—“

“Listen to me, Isabella. The crisis is over. There’s nothing I can do now. But here’s what I’m going to do. I have a full schedule tomorrow, but I’ll find a way to squeeze him in. Can you get him to my office a little before noon?”

When Noah met with Jared on the following day, he was listless and unable to answer even the most basic of questions. Jared could only make a preliminary diagnosis based on what Isabella had told him: Anxiety attack. Possible depression. He told Noah: “It seems to me your unconscious mind is telling you to slow down. You’d be well advised to listen.” 

Listen, Noah repeated in the depths of his mind. 

Well advised to listen. Well advised. 

Well advised to listen. Well advised.

Noah’s facial muscles were twitching as were his shoulders and arms. His head was filled with so many thoughts he couldn’t put to rest. Wheels have a way of turning, he was thinking, and once you get tied to a wheel it’ll keep running you over. He could see it in his mind’s eye. His body tied to a wheel as it skittered over a dirt road filled with jagged rocks. With each turn of the wheel, he was being battered and bruised.

Noah met with Jared at least a dozen times and at first he made little progress in recovery. It seemed to him as if all of the absurdities of life were laughing at him, goading and needling him, as if he had become stuck inside a drainpipe—washed down the metal tube and trapped in the muck at the bottom. Everything was reverberating with distorted sounds. Even the words he spoke had distorted shadows around them.

Jared’s office was in Harvard Square, Cambridge. For a therapist’s office it was austere: the lamps were antique bronze, the bookcases anodized aluminum, and the chairs dull brown leather. But at first Noah didn’t notice any of this. It was only weeks later that he could speak with coherence. He told Jared then that he had been exploring what if scenarios for the case that something went terribly wrong with the biogenetic technologies he was developing. Some of his simulations had explored the effects of GMOs on nature: What if GMOs dispersed into forests and grasslands? What if they hybridized with wild plants? What if they irrevocably altered the natural world? Such concerns had kept Noah from sleeping at night, especially when he came to realize that manufactured genetic bugs could spread across the face of the earth like a plague, and once they’d inserted their DNA into the genome of wild organisms it would be impossible to rid the world of the infestation. 

“Don’t you see?” he told Jared. “It’s the risk. It’s real! But those bastards I worked for would never disclose that to the public. There’s no profit in that!”

When the perils of his work had come to light, Noah had tried to act as if everything were normal, even though he was under a tremendous strain. He might have weathered the storm were it not for a secondary factor that came crashing down on him. 

It was a family matter.

His father had died several months before, yet he hadn’t taken time to absorb the impact of it. Nonetheless the fact of the death of his father had lingered in the air like fine particles of dust that cannot be touched or seen. This combined with the stressful uncertainty of his work at EGT catapulted him into a catastrophic nervous breakdown.
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The Journey
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Shortly after Noah’s breakdown Isabella invited her girlfriends over to the apartment she and Noah shared in downtown Boston. She was feeling overwrought, in need of the companionship of friends. Shanna, her closest friend was a Jamaican woman she’d met seven years before, while employed as a fashion model. Leanne, a more recent friend, worked with her at Newton High School. Three years before Isabella had given up her modeling career and moved on to teaching.

That afternoon Shanna was slouching on the white cushions of a wicker chair. She was wearing a chartreuse blouse, designer jeans, and magenta-colored boots. More conservative Leanne was wearing a white shirt, black slacks, and matching shoes. Isabella, born in Venezuela, was more stylish than either of them. Today she was wearing a silky brown blouse and light blue velvet pants that showed off her lanky figure. She took a seat beside Leanne on the moon-shadow futon.

“Can we talk?” Shanna asked.

“It’s okay,” Isabella said. “He’s sleeping now.”

“I still can’t believe he had a breakdown,” Leanne said. “He seemed fine the last time I saw him.”

“It’s hard to know about those things,” Shanna said. “Sometimes the ones that seem the most stable are the ones that lose it. It was the same with my Uncle Geoff. You remember how I told you he committed suicide, right?”

Isabella nervously shifted her position. “So what are you saying, Shan? That Noah could be suicidal?”

“Of course not! I’m just saying you can’t always see the warning signs. What? You don’t think he could be suicidal, do you?”

“I don’t believe that for one minute,” Leanne said. “I’ve known suicidal people. Noah’s not like that. But there is one thing I don’t get. If he wasn’t happy at his job, why didn’t he transfer to another position? Wouldn’t that have been the sensible thing?”

“I suppose it would have,” Isabella said, “but it's too late for that now. I’m just glad I was able to get him in to see Jared.”

“That was smart,” said Shanna.

“There really was no choice.” 

Isabella glanced at the burgundy living-room carpet at her feet. Two years before, when she and Noah had purchased it, everything had been fine. She could still remember the glow of happiness she’d felt knowing that everything was in control.

“So what did your therapist tell you?” Shanna asked.

“Jared can’t tell me anything about Noah’s condition. You know—professional ethics.”

“But what does he say you should do?”

“The same thing he always tells me. To go slow. That all the answers will come eventually.”

“Wooh—so enlightening!”

“I know, right?”

“How will you be able to afford living here without Noah working?” Leanne asked.

“I suppose we’ll have to move.”

“What? Move?” Shanna howled. “But you love this place!”

Noah and Isabella’s apartment was on the top floor of a Bostonian brownstone. It was a cozy place, and only five blocks from Boston Common. Isabella wasn’t sure of the architectural style of the building. Federalist? Art Deco? But she loved the large bay windows, the high ceilings with molded concrete angels in the corners, and the spacious kitchen with its cerulean blue tiles.

Isabella looked up at the ceiling, desperately trying to keep her composure. But then it poured out. She couldn’t help it. She had to cry. “It’s just so damnably unfair!” she moaned. “Why did something like this have to happen now, when everything was going so well?”

Her girlfriends came over and hugged her. 

From Isabella’s standpoint, life had accomplished a perfect pirouette and fallen on its pretty ass. Noah had been her rock, the one she could rely on, but within a matter of days he’d become as dispirited as pulverized stone. She’d been hoping that some miracle would occur that would allow things to return to the way they had been. If only Noah could snap out of it. But Noah didn’t seem to be snapping out of anything. Instead, he seemed to be in a state of hibernation, as if waiting for the earth to turn another 900 rotations. 

How could I have missed the important signs? She was asking herself. She knew that Noah had never been a suit. His hair was often caught up in a tangled dance and his relaxed way of walking reminded her of a horse ambling over to a water trough. While most of his colleagues cultivated a well-groomed corporate image, with tailored jackets and fancy ties, Noah consistently wore his jeans and sneakers to work. He never would have been able to get away with it if he wasn’t so good at his job. But even on days when he was asked to attend high-level corporate meetings, he’d show up wearing his old sneakers. The execs had laughed about it, suggesting that perhaps he didn’t own a decent pair of shoes. 

Now Isabella was thinking about it. Does anyone know another person as well as they think they do? Could anyone say for sure when a loved one was about to lose it? Despite such doubts, however, she knew she couldn’t let him down. After all, Noah had been there for her on many occasions when she’d been beaten down by life. She made up her mind to do whatever was necessary to help him through this difficult period.

Three months later they packed up their belongings and left Boston. On the night before they departed for Arizona, Isabella invited their closest friends over for a gathering on the rooftop of their brownstone apartment. The flat rooftop had been their refuge from the clamor of the city, a place where they could relax and drink a few glasses of wine with friends. Shanna brought three bottles of cabernet as a going away present. Leanne gave Isabella a white Teddy Bear that cooed, “I wuv you.” And Stephen, Noah’s best friend from college, brought him a jigsaw puzzle of Adam and Eve standing under a fig tree. 

“I thought you’d like it,” he said. “After all, you’re still a Nature Boy, aren’t you?”

Noah looked down at his sneakers. Before he would have had a clever retort, but now he looked befuddled, like a confused Charlie Brown. He opened his mouth to speak, but said nothing. 

It was awkward.

Stephen put his arm around him, saying: “It’s okay, buddy. You’ll see. Everything will be fine.” 

Everyone nodded. They didn’t know what else to do.

Before their friends left that evening, Isabella took Shanna aside and whispered to her: “What if he doesn’t get better? What if he just stays like this?” 

Shanna tried to reassure her: “You can’t allow yourself to think like that. He’s going to get better! It’s just going to take a little time. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s doing better in a couple weeks.” 

Much too optimistic, Isabella thought. Indeed, Jared had told her that Noah’s condition could get worse before it got better. Jared had even mentioned the concept of covert depression—depression that could linger for years without being detected, implying that the crisis Noah had experienced at work might be the manifestation of something larger. “The critical thing to keep in mind,” he’d said, “is that Noah may not know what he’s buried. When he finally finds out, it could give him a jolt.” Great, Isabella thought to herself. Fucking perfect.

On the first day of their journey to Arizona they made good time cruising along the Massachusetts Turnpike, hauling a rental trailer behind their sedan, and by that evening they passed through New York and Pennsylvania. On the second day they reached the farmlands of Indiana, and on the third day it was Kansas with its endless stretches of cornfields. Finally, on the fourth day, they skirted the southern edge of the Rockies and entered the arid southwest. Isabella insisted on doing all of the driving as Noah was still taking medication for depression— at least she assumed he was still taking it.

The decision to leave Boston had been difficult, but in the end it had seemed best as Noah didn’t appear to be improving a lot after his breakdown. Previously he’d been able to smile easily, but now he was often fragile and morose. His therapy sessions with Jared had only served to change him from a lifeless stone to a stone who occasionally spoke a few words. It had been Noah himself who suggested they return to his family’s home in rural Arizona. He could spend time in the quiet of nature and try to find himself. It had sounded good in theory but even on the day they departed Isabella had been in a debate with herself as to whether the decision was a good one. What if Noah can’t handle being in Arizona? What if his condition gets worse? And if it does get worse, how will I be able to manage without Jared? 

Yet it wasn’t just Noah’s condition that made her anxious, but the ramifications for her own life. Moving to Arizona was hardly a good career decision for her. She’d finally found a teaching job she liked at Newton High School, but now she was giving it up for him. It was a tremendous sacrifice. Luckily she had a job waiting for her in Arizona. She’d searched on the internet and found a teaching position at Elkwood High School. But leaving Boston also meant leaving behind close friends and, importantly, Jared Goldstein, her therapist of the last nine years. Fortunately she’d been able to convince Jared to allow her to send occasional texts. He’d reluctantly agreed.

Isabella was doing her best to keep her doubts to herself during the long cross-country trip. Nonetheless she couldn’t help think about how she’d miss her life in Boston. As they drove along the highway she felt a wave of uncertainty coming over her and she pressed her lips tightly together, trying to be stronger than she was. Life can really suck sometimes, she thought. There were tremendous risks in traveling to a place she didn’t know anything about. It would have been different if Noah was healthy, but even now, months after his breakdown, he was still shaky. During the last few weeks he’d been getting up late, not even bothering to dress, but instead aimlessly walking around their apartment in his bathrobe. He was hardly the grounded man he used to be. 

And as if to prove the point, he was doing nothing but stare out the window during the long cross-country trip. After gazing at the cornfields, he turned his attention to the road signs. 

“I’m deciphering them,” he told her. 

“Oh?” she replied. “What’s that about?”

“You know, like that yield sign.” He told her what it meant: "Young Innocent Ears (presumably of corn) Living Divided." 

Isabella would have laughed before his breakdown, but this was just plain weird. Nonetheless she tried to put on a good face. 

“Clever, Noah,” she told him. “Very clever.”

Isabella was exhausted after the long drive to Arizona. Nonetheless she had insisted on seeing his family’s home as soon as they arrived. It was hardly what she expected. Her mouth fell open, not quite able to fathom what she was looking at. 

It was an absolute dump. 

The three-rail fence surrounding the property was barely standing. Most of the wooden fence posts had rotted and were lying on the ground like dead soldiers. Trash was scattered everywhere in the yard: rusty cans, glass bottles, pieces of corrugated metal blown by the wind. There was no lawn to speak of, but only a sandy patch of ground with a scattering of cacti and wind-torn trees. The home itself was a what realtors would call a tear-down, a ramshackle one-story ranch house that had no right to be standing, with wooden siding warped from years of exposure to the intense Arizona sunlight. Although the house was painted brown, the yellow paint used in previous years was showing through. Several of the windows were broken. Shards of glass lay glittering in the weeds. 

“This is the house?” Isabella cried, involuntarily stamping her foot. “This is really it?”

Isabella had tried to learn about life in Arizona before they left Boston. She’d even read articles in magazines about the rural southwest. One of these articles had described the renovation of an adorable country home, including photos of white bookshelves and a plum colored sofa in the living room, butcher-block furnishings in the kitchen, and lace curtains in the bedrooms. This was the image she had in mind during the long drive to Arizona. Perhaps Noah’s family’s home would not be quite so nice, but with a little work they would be able to make a cozy place for themselves. 

But when Noah turned the key and pushed open the front door, the sight was more than she could bear. It was truly disgusting. The first thing she saw was a pile of filthy rags on the floor. Noah picked up one of them and used it to wipe away the spider webs hanging from the door frame. 

“What kind are those spiders?” she asked.

“Black widows.”

“Aren’t they deadly, Noah?”

“Sometimes they can be...for children.”

She tentatively peered into the front hall. A thick layer of dust covered the floors. Cigarette butts were scattered on the floor, and a row of empty whiskey bottles stood in one corner.  

“Someone must’ve broken into the house,” Noah told her. “It wasn’t like this before.”

They silently moved from one room to the next, with Isabella walking closely behind him, nervously holding onto the belt loops of his jeans. If someone had broken into the house, he could still be there. A group of photographs hung on the kitchen wall: A photo of Noah’s parents standing by the barn with scarecrow expressions—they might as well have been holding pitchforks. A photo of Noah and his younger brother Nathan, both of them looking uncomfortable in white shirts buttoned to the collar. A photo of Noah’s father standing beside a group of saddled horses. Other than that, the house was empty except for a few rickety chairs. 

My God, Isabella was thinking. Does he really expect me to live here? She was ready to get in the car and drive back to Boston. Yet it soon became apparent that Noah wanted to stay. Indeed, that evening, while sitting on the bed at the Elkwood Motel, he told her: “Is it really that bad?” 

It took her a while before she could reply. First she had to remind herself that this trip wasn’t about her, but about Noah—about getting him well again. If Noah wanted to stay, she told herself, she’d have to put her own feelings aside for a while. “We’ll just have to make it work.” she told him. 

Nonetheless she insisted that they stay at the motel until they’d repaired the broken windows, replaced all the locks, and thoroughly cleaned the premises. 

On the following morning Isabella woke up feeling somewhat refreshed. She told herself that she needed to try harder to be positive about the situation. Come on, she said to herself.  It’s not the worst thing that could happen. Lots of people have worse things happen to them. The two of them had a quiet breakfast together in town before returning to the ranch house. Isabella had only one question in mind: What would it take to make the place livable? Lysol? Bleach? Five gallons of ammonia?

There were three small bedrooms in the house and Isabella decided that the one with morning sunlight would be their master bedroom. The second bedroom could serve as a study for her teaching preparations, and the third could be used to accommodate any guests. After some hesitation she decided she could live with the kitchen. The kitchen had large oak-trimmed windows overlooking the barn and pasture behind the house. It had plenty of room for the dining room set they’d hauled from Boston. The living room would also be acceptable after it was scrubbed clean, with its thick plank-wood flooring upon which rested a heavy coffee table made of gnarly wood. Noah told her that he and his brother Nathan had carved the table from the root-wood of a cottonwood tree when they were young.

“I suppose it’s not completely irretrievable,” she told him.

After sweeping and mopping the floor and cleaning off the dust, the appearance of the house did seem improved. Yet Noah seemed to be in worse condition than the dilapidated old house. He was thinner than she’d ever seen him and his hazy blue eyes—one of the things she most loved about him—had deep rings underlining them. He was standing in the living room with his hands buried deeply in the front pockets of his jeans when he told her, “You know, being here is strange for me too.” He swayed from foot to foot and the floorboards creaked. 
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