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WINTER



In Ohio, winter is landscape poetry. A white page. An elm scribbled on a snow hill. Empty space making each syllable of life more vital.


Yet poetry, like most magic in art and nature, asks you to meet it halfway.


When I stepped away from my career, in the frozen dark of chronic depression, I was not interested in magic. I was interested in sleep. In escape. In seeking an end.


The bare trees. The gray sky. The stillness of absent life.


These things are the surface of winter.


But winter isn’t an ending.


Winter is the deep breath before a song.










Chapter 1 Blue Heron



There’s an old story about great blue herons. It says that while hunting the twilight shallows, herons can produce a strange, luminescent powder, pluck it from between their feathers with their spear-like beaks, and sprinkle it on the dark water to attract fish.


Picture it.


Iridescent bluegill rising up beneath the surface, drawn to sudden, phantom starlight beneath the shadowed canopy of a great bird’s wings. The motes of cold fire sparkling in their unblinking eyes. Above, beyond the glimmer, a beak like a frozen thunderbolt paints a dull, gold slash in the air.


The fish are not curious in an intellectual way. It’s a physical thing, their bodies called forward to witness the inexplicable. There, in the shallow winter waters, they are ready to believe in miracles.


This old story is a myth, but it’s not hard to imagine why such a story gets passed on. It tells a figurative truth within a literal falsehood, a pathway to a kind of knowledge.


Yes, technically speaking, it’s a lie.


Technically speaking, you can look at any human life as the sum of a complex collection of chemical reactions, in much the same way as you can look at any beautiful painting as a simple collection of pigments, which is to say, you can miss the point of anything.


Some herons migrate, but here in Ohio, I tend to see them all winter long, tall and solitary, moving with a deliberate slowness that complements the placid waters in which they wade. They look pensive and intense. Thin wanderers in rags divining the future by studying ripples on the leaden waters of January. They are a mix of shaggy and angular, a blade of yellow stone dressed in flowing robes stitched from overcast skies.


From beneath, a fish’s perspective, they are the pale hue of heavy afternoon clouds. From above, the darker shade of flinty shallows. All of this, the slowness, the camouflage, the living statue in the stillness, it all blooms outward from that long, yellow beak like a sunset dagger poised in the air.


Herons are gray wanderers. They are shards of winter landscape. They are the sky from below, and, from above, they are the dark water regarding itself. No, they don’t produce glowing dust, but if you don’t think herons are magic, I suggest you need to broaden your definition of that word.


They can symbolize fear or gluttony or grace or patience.


It depends on who you ask.


I have difficulty interpreting the nature of my own life, a thing I feel intimately and continuously, so it’s not surprising that we can’t all agree on the nature of herons.


What, then, is a blue heron?


They live about fifteen years. They stand around four feet tall. They walk the shoreline, delivering an overt message to me about quiet contemplation and self-determination.


The heron is exactly what the heron is to you in the moment you choose to give it meaning. It will be that meaning until you decide it means something else. That’s how meaning works. It’s a subjective act of interpretation.


You might get the impression that I’m saying herons are meaningless, but that’s not what I’m saying at all. When I see a heron and interpret its behavior as a reminder for me to slow down and think about what actually matters in my life, that is what that heron means. Meaning, like many crafts, happens in collaboration between maker and materials.


There’s nothing nihilistic about this.


A human alone in the wilderness has neither fur nor fangs but does have the ability to build shelter. Our nature understands that we must build what we need. Community. Tools. Shelter. Meaning.


The heron allows me to build the meaning I need for the moment I need it. Making meaning in this way is like creating harmony with two voices. I sing my portion. The heron sings hers. The harmony is woven and meaning exists in the world.


The trouble starts when we forget about our participation in the creation of harmony, of meaning. When we remove our agency in meaning-making, we start to think in absolutes. We are our jobs. We are defined by the car we drive. Our objective worth is reflected in the way our parents or our peers treat us. We don’t lend our voices to harmony. We buy our harmonies pre-sung in tidy plastic packages.


I believe our worth is fixed. We are innately worthy. Our meaning? Our identity? Those concepts require our intentional participation and they are mercifully flexible.


The heron only represents self-determination when I need her to. That doesn’t diminish the heron’s power. It simply highlights my own.


There are objective facts in the world. Of course there are. But our concept of self, our significance, our sense of whether or not we deserve to take up space in the universe or experience joy and contentment—these are not questions of fact, they are questions of meaning.


The heron sings her portion of the harmony. We sing ours.


Together, we make something new.


Something we dearly need.
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After graduate school, armed with a master’s in literature, a loving partner, immense debt, brutal and unacknowledged mental illness, and no plan beyond escaping academia, I entered a grim half dozen years during which I don’t recall ever seeing a heron.


The truth is, I must have seen them. They are dinosaurs when in flight and fairytale creatures when walking the river. Hard to miss. But, somehow, I never noted their presence.


During those years, I was not concerned with herons.


I entered a period in which the world had stopped being a source of wonder. The world was something to fend off. Nature was a ghost in the attic, a memory of childhood. It wouldn’t pay my bills or quiet my persistent urge to end my life. A heron was a half-remembered song from a dead age, a soiled stuffed animal wedged in a storm drain. In those grim years, a wading bird didn’t merit interpretation.


Eventually, I found my footing in marketing and nonprofit work. A series of increasingly solid jobs that saw me become better paid and increasingly hopeless. More respectable and less in touch with my own mind and body. I worked as a coordinator. Then a manager. Eventually holding the title of Director of External Relations for Ohio University’s Zanesville campus.


I was doing the things I was supposed to do.


I was climbing the ladder.


After my master’s, I’d been accepted to a PhD program, but by that time I had a clearer picture of what a life spent living on $1,200/month stipends for another four years (and for an unspecified number of years after that as I moved around the country fighting for increasingly elusive teaching positions and living on adjunct wages below the poverty line in a time of shrinking budgets and closing campuses) would look like. So, I turned down the PhD and gambled that wherever I worked could hardly be more exploitative than academia.


In a relatively short number of years, I was back in a university context, but on the administration side. I had a nice office. I was paid on par with tenure track professors. I was told I would even have the opportunity to teach if I liked, all without enduring years of starvation-wage adjunct positions in the common, current fashion of building a career on the teaching side of academia.


In many ways, I felt like I had outsmarted the system.


By the time I held the director title at Ohio University, I had an impressive resume and unchecked chronic depression that led me to contemplate suicide several times an hour.


In the end, desperate and shattered, but with the unyielding support of my wife, Leslie, I made the terrifying decision to leave work and try to rebuild my mental health. The herons had gone from my life, and I didn’t even know to miss them.


I had no plan.


I had no hope.


I carried immense shame about being a burden to my partner.


I knew, intellectually, that I was profoundly fortunate to have the space and support to prioritize my health and recovery. I had a rare privilege. I knew it, but I didn’t feel it. I felt hollow and miserable, more so as I understood that ending my career didn’t end my pain. I felt as if I had escaped from a burning building only to find that the entire world was burning. There was no real escape to be found in life.


I just wanted to die.


Then, two months after leaving the job I had expected to be my career for the next thirty years, I took my first intentional walk through the woods. Nature may have felt like a relic of my distant past, but it was a relic I could visit in the waking world, a memory with a parking lot.


It was January, a Wednesday morning. Ohio was wearing its traditional gray on gray on gray. Gray skies. Gray roads speckled with salt residue. Ranks of gray trees, bare and silent.


Chronic major depression had been slowly killing me for years. I had disassociated away vast swaths of memory. I was adrift without a career or a goal or a purpose, but a landmark from childhood loomed large within my skull and I made for it. The woods. The quiet beneath the trees. The pure, intoxicating pull of small rivers and flat stones that dare you to look beneath.


So, I went to the trees and the water. I drove a little way south to a park called Shale Hollow. It isn’t a big place. A patch of protected wilderness not far from a busy highway crowded with shopping centers. A shallow creek winds through the park and a few tall shale formations show off perfectly round concretions, spherical carbonate rocks bigger than beachballs exposed between the finely stacked layers of stone.


I remember climbing out of my warm car and smelling the citrus tang of leaf rot and muddy water. It was like seeing an old friend across a restaurant, feeling a draw to speak with them and a pang of fear that reconnecting after so many years was impossible.


What did I have to say to the wilderness? What did we still have in common?


Somewhere distant, I heard children laughing beneath the trees.


A crow cawed and was answered.


I shut my car door and walked for the nearest path.


I crossed a footbridge, dark planks marbled with green and grime, and entered the woods beneath the skeletal branches of winter-bare trees. To my right, a leaf-strewn path of hardpacked earth disappeared up a rocky slope. I followed it.


I felt odd.


Alone in the woods, I was different.


I wasn’t an employee.


I wasn’t a spouse or a son or a student.


I wasn’t friend or teacher.


I wasn’t patient or client.


I was just there.


I had no cultural or social role to perform.


Just me.


An animal.


A collection of senses.


No one was asking what I did for a living or waiting for me to make a witty observation.


No one was giving me a sales pitch or expecting one from me.


It was disorienting, both in terms of what was there and what was not.


I took careful steps, pressing my face close to trees, studying the otherworldly maps of lichens on the bark, strange continents in yellow, green, and brown. I wondered about the names of this cluster of pines or that patch of dry moss. I used to know these things. It was like walking into my old elementary school and feeling that vertiginous sense of everything being the same, yet utterly different. It was a bit nostalgia and a bit déjà vu.


“That tree with strips of bark hanging like sheepdog’s fur. I knew its name once.”


“That woodpecker, small and quick, dappled black and white. I knew its name once.”


I walked, wondering about things I had forgotten, feeling my emotional pain hot on my neck like a second sun.


My depression often manifests as self-criticism, as “should” thoughts. I should be eating better. I should be contributing more to my family. I should be doing more to help, to earn, to create. Yet there, in those woods, there were no vital tasks I was meant to perform. No fleeting chance at prestige or material gain. I drove there for the express purpose of being there, and it was hard to argue that I was failing at that simple goal.


I was conscious of my overwhelming ignorance about what I was seeing, but it’s not as if the trees are insulted when you don’t know their scientific names. There was no test waiting for me in the parking lot. My vague internal fear that I was “doing the woods incorrectly” couldn’t provide any supporting evidence.


My path brought me alongside a broad, shallow stream, its banks piled with fractal shards of dark shale that shone wetly in the morning light. I looked upstream, then downstream. There was no one. The distant sounds of traffic murmured somewhere beyond the trees, a conversation in the next room.


My shoes crunched on the flaking stone that covered the banks like spilled puzzle pieces. The wind stung my face. The water smelled like soil and decay. Every bird call was a voice I had once known, a reminder of a forgotten time.


Then I saw the heron.


A great blue heron standing still as a statue on the edge of a pool. She saw me. She wasn’t fishing, just standing like a picture in a book, her yellow eye fixed on my face. I matched her stillness. She looked too big, too unlikely, too strange to be standing out in the open for anyone to see.


Yet, she was there.


And I remembered.


I knew this bird.


I knew her name. I knew the way she folded her neck as she flew, the way that beak shot toward the water like an arrow from a bow. I knew this bird and, in that moment, I knew something else.


It’s all still here, I thought.


The heron. The creek. The trees.


It’s not dead and gone.


It’s not locked away in the past.


It’s not a phantom of childhood or a metaphor for a bygone age.


It’s still here.


A hundred thousand little rivers. A million secret sights beneath fallen logs and riverbank rocks. It was all still here.


I had gone away, not nature.


But, of course, that’s not quite right either.


I hadn’t gone anywhere.


I had just stopped noticing.


There are two paths to magic: Imagination and paying attention. Imagination is the fiction we love, the truths built of falsehoods, glowing dust on the water’s surface. Paying attention is about intentional noticing, participating in making meaning to lend new weight to our world. An acorn. The geometry of a beehive. The complexity of whale song. The perfect slowness of a heron.


Real magic requires your intention, your choice to harmonize. Of course it does. The heron cannot cast starlight onto the dark shallows to entrance the bluegills. Not unless you do your part. You must choose to meet her halfway. And when you do, you may find that magic isn’t a dismissal of what is real. It’s a synthesis of it, the nectar of fact becoming the honey of meaning.


I stood there, watching the heron, watching as she decided I was not a threat, as she turned and paced upstream, a poem of ancient slowness. I stood and I silently cried, with the wind numbing my ears and my tears shining in the sunlight.


I was a grown man, alone in the woods, crying at a heron’s back, and even if I couldn’t articulate it at the time, it was the most hopeful I’d felt in years.


There was the bird, but not just a bird.


The encounter was a bridge to when nature was family.


It was my storybook wizards.


It was science as magic, nature as art.


It was priceless and essential, yet it had no use for my money or imagined prestige.


I could feel that the heron was alive in the same way I was alive.


I couldn’t deny that the world that made the heron made me too, that we were of the same time and context, and somehow, in that moment, it didn’t feel possible that I was made to be miserable and afraid, to be measured by bank statements or resumes, not when there were living poems, descended from dinosaurs, walking beneath the silent trees just as they had long before the first written language.


The heron told me that my better days were not beyond reach and that the world was more than pain, bitter news, and sleepless nights.


There are wonders here.


Things worth experiencing, worth knowing.


Magic hidden in plain sight.


Bats can hear shapes. Plants can eat light. Bees can dance maps. We can hold all these ideas at once and feel both heavy and weightless with the absurd beauty of it all. These are some facts that are easy to overlook.


These are facts that saved my life.


It would be reductive and dishonest to say that my road to mental health was as simple as inviting nature back into my life. It wasn’t. Yet, reconnecting with the natural world was a key step along the way. Often, to heal, we need a reason to seek healing. Depression tells us there are no such reasons, that healing is hard and not worth the effort. Nature told me something different.










Chapter 2 Gray Squirrel



The lesson of the heron lingered.


February approached.


I doubted my budding interest in nature, the old critical voice in my head calling it “childish” and “frivolous.” It didn’t matter. I had learned something and that something had sunk its roots deep. Perhaps I had been on the wrong path in life, but if so, I had discovered that old paths were not so impossible to revisit. Afterall, I had revisited them. Literally.


I wanted to invite nature back into my life, but I wasn’t sure how. I wanted to reconnect with something real and fundamental. So I turned to the default tactic of my culture when approaching any new endeavor. I surrendered to my training. I bought things.


I found a small, boutique birdfeeder store and spent money I didn’t have on heavy-duty bird-feeding equipment. I was serious about connecting with nature. I had the receipts to prove it.


In the fancy birdfeeder store, I learned about feeding songbirds and excluding everything else. I learned about invasive species like the European starling, how they were brought to America, along with house sparrows, by a misguided group in nineteenth-century New York who wanted the United States to host all the birds mentioned in Shakespeare’s plays. I also learned how to thwart them at the feeder, with safflower seeds that are too tough for their slender beaks to open.


The bird store warned me about pest animals like squirrels. Especially squirrels. From pole baffles to cayenne-pepper-laced seed mixes, there is a whole range of products designed to defend against squirrels. The marketplace was telling me a clear story in the language of inventory, a story about which animals were desirable backyard guests and which were not.


I bought three feeders, a pole, a baffle, and plenty of starling- and squirrel-resistant food.


I erected my feeding station despite the frozen ground and waited for my purchases to do their work. Step one: spend money. Step two: let the nature connection begin.


I’m being flippant, but the truth is, it was a start.


In the depths of depression, most any action in pursuit of any goal is a powerful gesture of defiance against that inner voice telling you to sit still with your misery.


There I was in my quiet house, wounded and uncertain, watching cardinals and chickadees come and go. My new identity. An unemployed bird benefactor. A cunning opponent of starlings and squirrels. A guy who saw a heron and bought pricey birdfeeders.


Beyond questions of identity, a key unknown paced like a caged bear on the periphery of my thoughts.


Was it enough?


Was I finding reasons to keep stringing days together?


Was this what I turned away from my career to do?


Was I healing?


We understand our world and ourselves through stories.


Conflict.


Character growth.


Protagonists and antagonists.


Few are the stories we tell about patient acceptance of our limitations or careful cultivation of contentment.


My long years of depression have worn certain regions of my memory as smooth and featureless as river stones, no doubt robbing me of many stories I might mourn if I could sense the shape of their absence. Many of the years leading up to those uncertain moments watching the birds were touched by those scouring waters. From the time I spent as a student and employee at Ohio University, only a handful of stories stand out, dark silhouettes like tall pines in a rolling tide of fog.


One of them is about a squirrel.
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In my memories of Athens, Ohio, the brick streets are always wet with rain. It’s an unseasonably warm winter day that smells like overripe autumn. The sycamores gleam like bleached bones jutting from the hilltops, bright and distinct among the sober university halls, ochre and tan, bronze and weathered concrete.


On one such day, the one endless day of my Athens memories, I was walking to my English Department office in Ellis Hall when I noticed a line of halted traffic. I couldn’t see why they were stopped until I reached the front car. I made eye contact with the driver. She looked to the road and I followed her gaze.


There on the wet bricks was a gray squirrel. Tail down. Limbs tucked inward. Seemingly awake and aware, but stone still.


The driver gave me a micro-shrug and continued to wait for the squirrel to do whatever it would do. Somewhere down the line of cars, a horn blasted. An angry voice rose and fell.


On impulse, I did something foolish.


I walked up to the squirrel.


She didn’t move.


I reached down and laid a hand on the squirrel’s back. She was warm and her heartbeat drummed against my fingertips.


She still didn’t move.


I scooped her up with two hands and carried her out of the street.


In the years since that day, I have been acquainted with wildlife rehabbers who have puckered scars from squirrel bites, but I had no such experience then.


Behind me, I heard traffic resume, tires muttering on slick brick.


The squirrel was a soft furnace, vibrating like a tiny engine.


I considered what I knew about tending to injured wildlife, which was nothing at all.


The road, University Terrace, was cut into the hilltop, hemmed in by sidewalks and a low stone wall beyond which was a vast lawn. I don’t recall anyone commenting on my actions, but Athens is an odd place, a small, Appalachian college town where a man carrying a squirrel might not rate a second look from passersby. I placed the squirrel carefully in the grass, expecting to spend the next few minutes as an uncomfortable witness to the small creature’s final moments, standing sentinel as whatever injury had stilled her body finished taking hold.


I withdrew my hands and stood.


The moment I did, the squirrel rose and raced off toward the nearest tree. A sprint and a leap, her plane of motion shifting from horizontal to vertical as she skittered up the trunk, then vanished behind the thick boughs.


I wondered at her experience of events, imagining her perspective.


The fear in the road. The inscrutable cars. The touch of human skin. The return to grass and the frantic moment of escape. A rush, an arc through the air, the flat, winter-sparse horizon transitioning to a branching highway stretching up toward limitless sky.


I don’t know if the squirrel had fallen and was momentarily stunned. I don’t know if she visited the road to lick salt and lost consciousness to some unguessable malady. All I know is that the change in position, brick to grass, a return to a familiar context, unlocked whatever mechanism had held the creature motionless.


We understand the world through stories.


The stories we hear of others, role models and cautionary tales. The stories we tell about ourselves to ourselves, the constantly unfolding saga of identity. But what of the squirrels? They clearly function just fine in a world without human narrative. Is it possible for us to step outside our own stories and imagine their worldview?


I will never comprehend a tree as a footpath like a squirrel can. I can’t understand the sky the way a vulture riding a thermal does. I can’t know what a pond is the way a musk turtle knows. But I will sense the presence of these hidden perspectives and feel grateful that my human ways of knowing the world do not hold a monopoly on reality. There’s comfort in my certainty that the scope of natural perception is not tethered to my own limitations.


Perhaps it’s worth imagining ourselves from the perspective of squirrels.


How brave we are to walk boldly across the ground in full view of hawks and foxes. How impossibly giant. How remarkably long-lived. How magnificent it must feel to be too heavy to be carried off by grasping talons and beating wings.


We can all imagine the biting words of make-believe critics. So, we can also imagine the accolades of admiring squirrels. We are, after all, storytellers. Make sure that some of the stories you tell yourself are kind.


I don’t know why my memory of carrying the squirrel away from the road lingers on so vividly when so much from those years is faded. I don’t know why, but I choose to see it as meaningful. A signpost. The restorative power of setting the squirrel in a new place and context. An act of reckless kindness and warm fur against my palms.


Perhaps gray squirrels are pests if you just spent $30 on birdseed in the hopes of an uninterrupted month of songbird visits, but in the broader ecological sense they are absolutely vital.


Stories.


One story of squirrels casts them as birdseed thieves, as powerline chewers, as interrupters of dog walks and invaders of attics.


There are others to tell.
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I live in a small, white house between a wooded park and a cemetery. The cemetery is a place of gentle quiet. At night, I can hear the whistle of distant trains. It’s a lovely place.


The cemetery is quite old, for America. Revolutionary war veterans are buried there along with veterans of every American war since. I don’t prefer to measure time in wars, but gravestones often do. The land doubles as an arboretum with mature trees, their species labeled with little silver tags. There are many oaks, hickories, and walnuts in the area. It’s a place well suited for eastern gray squirrels to thrive.


In my part of the world, squirrels are the sort of commonplace wildlife that seems to disappear through familiarity. Walkers along a hiking trail might stop to watch a red-tailed hawk surveying a field or deer flicking their snowy tails as they flee into the brush, but few break stride for a squirrel. As with most invisible wonders, the problem is that we don’t take the time to notice, to interrogate our typical viewpoints about squirrels. If we don’t willfully “opt out,” we default to the standard stories of our culture.


Yes, they will empty your birdfeeder. They are also the most effective and essential forest regenerators in North America, compulsively burying nuts, many of which they never retrieve. Some assume this is an accident, but I doubt “accident” is the correct word for an ancient process that expands forests and enriches species beyond count. It’s amazing what humans will dismiss as happenstance in the absence of an anthropocentric story of clear intention.


Some gray squirrels have been observed pretending to bury a nut if they think they are being observed, a feint to fool would-be robbers. They are one of a very few mammals that can climb down a tree headfirst. They can live two decades, leap ten times their body length, transform the landscape and, ultimately, the climate. Yet, few people will pause to give one a second look.


The relationship between squirrels and trees is harmonious in a way that is lovely to consider. Instinctual gardeners living in their generational gardens. In the dynamic of squirrels and trees, it’s hard to say which is the shepherd and which is the flock. There’s a wonderful lesson in that, disparate creatures thoughtlessly caring for one another, as natural as breathing.


I’ve never been a religious person, but two places feel consistently holy to me. Forests and libraries. Given this, I suppose squirrels should count as a kind of cleric. It would be more fitting than their current place in our narratives as haphazard pests and suburban invaders. Maybe the bringers of forests are unwelcome in our enclaves of manicured lawns, but I’d suggest it’s time we rethink what they are offering to us.


Our stories shape our worldview in powerful and invisible ways. Many of our most powerful stories gain their potence from simplicity. Good and evil. Right and wrong. Easy, bite-size narratives that spare us troublesome gray areas.


Squirrels are pests.


Shakespearean birds are quality birds.


The mentally ill person who struggles to leave the house can no longer be a protagonist in the central story of our world.


We all consume so many purposefully crafted stories that it’s easy to forget life doesn’t follow conventional narrative structure. We can’t wait for our climax. We don’t have character arcs. We live and then we don’t. There is no final culmination in success or failure. We are not curated collections of achievements or mishaps.


It is not inherently wrong that we understand the world through stories. It’s who we are. It is wrong not to treat our stories as living documents, as ongoing conversations. We know that our stories tend toward dichotomous patterns of black and white, so it’s those structures that we need to scrutinize most actively.


This isn’t easy advice to take. I still struggle with it. Stories are like gravity. It’s hard to examine something you’ve felt your entire life.
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Sitting at the dining room table in my dark and silent house, watching the birds crack sunflower hulls, I couldn’t summon the language for what I needed to do. I only felt the wrongness of the situation. I was desperately ill, and I knew on a deep level that my illness was not acceptable. I had stepped over a line in the narrative, and I was on the wrong side of the story. An antagonist. A nuisance animal. A verminous squirrel. And I knew, without a doubt, that my culture had many baffles to thwart me.


In the society in which I was raised, you must be incredibly and obviously ill before it is socially permissible to make the pursuit of healing your primary vocation. Permissible perhaps, though not often feasible. Among those who reach this arbitrary benchmark of illness, it remains a rare privilege to be able to walk away from other obligations, even when the stakes are life and death. Polite society in modern America does not abide public illness cheerfully, nor does it readily forgive its limitations.


These practical and cultural challenges are further complicated if the illness is too invisible or too conspicuous. Further still if it makes others uncomfortable or if it requires specialized equipment or rare expertise. The complications increase exponentially for those who do not have the emotional and financial support systems that I enjoy, those, for example, who navigate the labyrinthian regulations of federal disability programs, where funding can be stripped away for such missteps as finding someone you wish to marry or saving too much money. Our legal policies surrounding disability funding carry a clear message. If you need your civilization’s help to stay afloat while disabled, you must be careful to live in the abject poverty society feels you deserve or the help you need will be withheld. Such is our cultural love of billable productivity and our general disdain for everything else. It’s a concept that many of us internalize without a second thought. Our worth is our productivity.


I am no expert on disability nor can I speak for all sufferers of mental illness. I can’t know the struggles of other chronic illness sufferers any more than I can perceive a branching oak the way a squirrel does, but I plant my empathy in the soil of my own pain and hope the love that grows there is enough to counterbalance my ignorance.


These ideas of productivity and worth drift like embers on the wind, spreading wildfire in young minds. We seem to understand innately that a five-year-old has fundamental worth that has nothing to do with their earning potential, but our ability to apply this knowledge to ourselves often wilts and dies. I, certainly, believed that I had become fundamentally broken when I no longer had a steady income stream.


The story archetype for a life well-lived in modern America is the story of steady wealth accumulation and a clear, upward career trajectory. I followed this narrative. It was my North Star. Even when I pursued a life of books and ideas, the unspoken goal still involved visible success and social legitimacy. These guiding stories led me to a life where mental illness was a coiling monster hastily nailed beneath the floorboards and suicide seemed preferable to deviating from my expected storyline.


There was a subtle twist to friends’ and coworkers’ faces when I’d hint at struggles with mental illness. A twist that said, “That’s not one of our agreed upon topics.” It said, “You’re breaking the social contract. We don’t look beneath those floorboards. That scratching is just a squirrel. It’s always just a squirrel. Filthy intruders. If you just work hard enough, there won’t be time to hear things like scratching beneath the floors.”


These were not bad or cruel people.


They, like me, had adopted our commonplace stories as a kind of shorthand for moral understanding.


Especially when encountering issues we’ve never faced, it’s easy to let prevalent narratives stand in for our own ideas and values. We live with so many pressures, making room for imaginative empathy can be a daunting task.


Mental illness should be hidden.


Worth comes from productivity.


Squirrels are purposeless pests.


These are popular, wrong ideas that can seem harmless if you happen to be in a position to ignore the harm they do.


A chickadee landed on my feeder, black, white, and gray. She plucked up a single sunflower seed and flew away to eat in private. A squirrel leapt lightly from the cemetery fence onto a blue spruce at the edge of my yard. I saw her study my feeder. She looked at the stovepipe baffle that would prevent her from climbing the pole. A pause. A flick of a tail. Then, she retreated back to the cemetery maples.


I felt the soft weight in my hands again as I walked from the road in Athens. I saw the moment when the squirrel sprang to life, when she raced up a tree which may well have been planted by her own ancestor. Squirrels are not pests simply because we create unwelcoming contexts for them. Illness is not a character flaw simply because we engineer needless burdens for the ill. Stories are meant to change in the telling.


The next day, I made another purchase.


I bought a squirrel feeder.


It was a small token of appreciation and apology.


It was a start.










Chapter 3 Sugar Maple



The leaf of a sugar maple has always reminded me of a hand, five fingers spread in a gesture of greeting. In the deep of winter, there were no green hands waving hello from the bare maple that stood on the cemetery side of my back fence and acted as doorstep to the squirrels visiting my feeder. Yet, there were leaves visible high in the tree. A clump of them thirty feet up in the branches, the color of strong tea, a gray squirrel nest known as a drey, a shelter from winter winds, built of woven twigs and packed leaves. Gray squirrels don’t hibernate, but the tree lends its hands to shelter its warm-blooded partners even as it dreams away the winter.


In those early days of my healing, I was spending most of my time sheltering in my own drey, waiting for some instinct to awaken in me and set my feet on the path to recovery. I was doing what I could not do while working fulltime, what I fantasized about doing while shut up in offices and meetings. I was doing nothing, and every moment of it was increasing the weight of the burdensome knowledge that doing nothing, that being free from obligation, was not the cure I’d imagined it would be.


Simply not going to work didn’t generate a new perspective, nor did it grant me an effortless surplus of self-love and tranquility. It was terrifying to acknowledge, but my work life was a problem, not the problem.


There is meaning in the graceful stride of a heron.


There is worth in the daily lives of squirrels.


These ideas felt natural and inviting when I encountered them in the wild. The tension arrived when I tried to apply the same level of love, of interest and empathy, to my own life. I now had the time to be kind to myself, but I didn’t have the capacity.


I understood how squirrels could be worthy representatives of nature. Their service to the forests. Their hidden pathways through treetop halls of dappled sunlight and fluttering green. Their winter shelters clasped in a hundred maple palms.


I saw the vital, intrinsic worth of a squirrel as indistinguishable from the creature itself. A squirrel, any squirrel, felt like part of the overarching mystery and dignity of nature without distinguishing itself as an individual of particular merit.


I, on the other hand, had long felt that I had somehow started in a deficit and only immense work and achievement would bring my worth up to neutral, let alone the positive. A squirrel could just be a squirrel. I needed to be the hero of not just my story, but the collective story of the cultural values with which I was raised.


When I looked into my backyard, seeing a squirrel take an offered seed, my bruised mind trying to grasp any firm point in the weightless haze of my pain and uncertainty, I felt the tug of a wordless lesson in those creatures’ surety of place and purpose. I couldn’t conceive of a world where they were questioning if they deserved their food or their spot on the bough. I couldn’t imagine that they questioned whether their lives were adding up to something worth having, that they were doubting past leaps or the quality of their dreys.


No, they seemed to be more here than I was, sitting in my dim kitchen watching out the window. I so rarely felt here. I was elsewhere. Assessing conversations I’d had years before. Measuring myself against old expectations and unkind imaginings. Trying to contextualize my life’s story in a huge, abstract landscape of finances and relationships, career hopes and old hurts. I had to be elsewhere in order to stand apart and judge myself.


Shame.


Beyond my general sense of smothering sadness, the key emotion of those bleak hours of indecision was shame.


Shame isn’t a creature of the here and now. It’s a tether to old mistakes, failed expectations, and predicted futures full of further disappointment.


Shame is one way our human affinity for narrative becomes weaponized against us. With shame, we aren’t just a character in a cohesive storyline, we are the villain. The moral lesson of the tale centers on ourselves as examples of wrongdoing. Traditional stories need an antagonist, and it is easy to slot ourselves into that role.


The simple truth that we are the ones crafting the storyscapes within our own minds ceases to matter, because we have long ago lost the belief that we have any agency in the telling. We begin to feel that our judgements aren’t subjective—building harmful stories from our personal interpretations of events. No, we believe we are objective—passively observing things as they actually are.


This is the darker side of our ability to make meaning, and one of depression’s key weapons for defending itself from treatment.


It’s difficult to pursue healing when you are certain you don’t deserve it, or when you feel confident that all your sadness is a reasonable response to a broken life, a flawed self, and a malicious world.


What do I need to heal from? Being realistic? Paying attention?


Beyond the illusion of objectivity, shame also shifts our focus away from the real time and place of our power. Our agency dwells in the present moment. The here and now is the place where we can actively exercise control. It becomes impossible to access our power to shape our lives and outlooks when shame is forever shoving us into memories of a painful past and twisted assumptions about tomorrow. Abstract narratives of failure and hopelessness keep our attention on spaces where we truly have no ability to effect change. Depression and shame force us to practice and rehearse powerlessness until it feels like a defining feature of who we are.


Watching the squirrels in the maple tree, in the deep winter of my pain, these realizations were taking shape. Yet, even when I clawed my way back to the present moment, shame was not toothless. With the identity-affirming structure of my job lost, one question arose again and again.


Who is it I’m trying to save?


A failure.


A lazy freeloader who is failing to appreciate even the immense privilege of having the time and space to seek healing.


A poor example of a man, overly sensitive, crying at nothing.


A misfit who was born into the wrong world.


A coward too ineffectual to cast aside a life that is clearly beyond repair.


None of these identities felt worth the effort of breaking free of pain and risking the disappointment of another failed reach for healing.


I saw a reflection of myself in the window. A pale, bearded wraith in worn-out sweatpants. Sunken eyes and a haunted expression. A person who looked like he had every reason to be sad and ashamed. The villain of the story.


I looked from my reflection back to the world beyond my window and felt disagreement.


Out there, the world of the heron and the squirrel, felt somehow incongruous with my rigid self-condemnation.


I spoke my argument up into the winter-bare trees that stitched the horizon to the sky above the gravestones.


“I don’t deserve to feel content and it’s pointless to try.”


I was surprised to find that the trees did not agree.


“No,” they answered.


“No.”


“That kind of thinking may hold up in dim kitchens piled with dirty dishes, but not out here, not beneath this immense and ancient sky.”


I tried again. “I’m too broken to fix. The world is too broken. It’s too late. I’m not worth the effort.”


The thoughts struck the landscape with an inharmonious clang, then clattered to the ground.


That wasn’t the message of the heron.


That isn’t the lesson of the squirrels.


I was missing something.


I felt it.


Something hiding in plain sight.


I was being crushed beneath the weight of a story that wasn’t serving me, a story of a sad, lost man who disliked his job and felt that all his efforts were wasted. Yet, I knew there was more to my story than just this. I knew it. It seemed to have something to do with the feeling of kinship I had with the creatures outside my window. What was that?


If we can look at the living Earth and feel joy and love in the sight, can the essential truth of who we are really be beyond redemption? That feeling, that draw to the wild, it arises from two like things calling to one another. Reciprocal. A conversation. A moment of harmony. The pull of a family resemblance.


I sighed.


Hope, even a small, new hope like mine, can be a heavy weight to carry when you’ve grown unaccustomed to its heft.


A squirrel chittered in the sugar maple beyond my fence and a memory glinted green and gold deep down in the leaden waters of February.


It was a boy in a tree.


A boy who was right where he belonged.
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The tree my family called “Jarod’s Tree” was a sugar maple.


A huge, old grandmother of a maple that dwarfed the neighboring trees. My childhood home was surrounded by patchwork woodlands, but they were young woods. The area had once been a vast apple orchard, and nearby street names commemorated that past. McIntosh Drive. Russet Lane. Golden Drive. Jonathan Lane.


I imagined that my tree once stood in those forgotten orchards, tall and untamed next to the rows of apple trees, its spreading canopy declaring a youth in open spaces without much competition for sunlight. When the apple trees faded into memory, then faded further still, and the cottonwoods, maples, walnuts, and oaks marched back in, my maple had quite the head start in the race skyward.


They called it my tree because of how often I sat in its branches.


Throughout my middle school years, my mother would shout toward the tree if she wanted me to come inside for lunch.


As I moved into my teens, many of my peers lost their enthusiasm for climbing trees.


I did not.


High school friends would drive along the wooded roadway and call up into the treetops, often enough receiving my reply from above. Day or night. Rain or shine. There was a fair chance I would be in my maple tree with grimed hands and searching eyes. I was an anxious, distracted, depressed teenager, and the place I found relief was the same when I was sixteen as when I was ten, nature as a vital and unnamed medicine I would one day regret forgetting.


I knew that tree.


It kept my secrets.


It was my fortress when a white-tailed buck was being loud and territorial on an autumn night, or when I felt bruised by the petty meanness of school politicking.


It listened when I pressed my forehead to the bark and thought my stories into the heartwood.


It even spoke back, in its own subtle ways.


I took special pride in how quickly I could pull myself into the lowest branches seven feet above the ground.


It had areas that I often equated to rooms in our house.


There was the living room, a bouquet of forking branches spreading from the widest part of the lower trunk. Here, I could host a friend or two with enough comfortable perches to go around. Higher up were the bedrooms, specific branches that were good for sitting up or laying down. Perches from which I could see into our kitchen window above the garage or study creatures that came to drink from the small stream that ran through our woods.


My favorite branch of all angled up from the trunk in just the right way to make a comfortable seat thirty feet above the ground with perfect footrest branches beneath. I would often straddle that branch and lay there like a big, dozing cat. Smelling the breeze. Watching insects come and go. Talking back to a surprised blue jay scolding me from a higher perch.


“Jay-Red! Jay-Red!”


“Oh, hush. I was here first.”


It felt special and safe and secret. Even at ten, I recognized the magic of that place. There I was, an odd kid with an odd school career, simultaneously placed in the gifted program and diagnosed with learning difficulties ranging from minor dyslexia to ADHD, entranced by the quiet happenings in the branches of a sugar maple. Away from my peers. Away from the television. Away from my video games. Away from my books and toys.


In those days, I would have said the tree was “fun,” but I don’t think that’s quite right.


The tree was medicine.


I remember, even then, recognizing the different sort of wakefulness I felt while alone in nature. I wasn’t there to be distracted or engrossed in the way of my other favorite pastimes. Sequestered in those branches, I wasn’t there to perform a function, not to be funny or smart or responsible. I was there just to be there, and I felt an immense connection to everything around me stemming from the special taskless essentiality of opening my senses to nature.


I was present.


It’s amazing the number of mental hurts that are soothed by simply focusing our senses on our immediate place and moment.


When an ant crawled across the gray bark and a sunbeam made it shine, translucent as a drop of honey, I drank in the experience with all of my awareness. I felt no call to contextualize what the ant meant for my life. I wasn’t considering how the ant upheld or rebuked my identity. The ant had nothing to do with evaluating my worth as a son or student or friend. The ant didn’t care if I was cool or smart or strange.


It was an ant walking on a maple branch, a common sight ten or ten million years ago.


While watching, I felt I was the ant—that our shared life and moment were more relevant than our individual differences.


I was the life I saw shining in the small, golden creature. I was the life I felt as sure as gravity in the tree beneath my hands. I was there in a way that didn’t ask for further analysis, that didn’t need to be justified or defended, that made abstractions like shame vanish like morning dew as the day warms.


That quiet treetop kindled an unspoken, uncomplicated wholeness in me that feels as vivid in my memory now as any memory I possess.


Too much of my past has been cleared away by pain and illness, but not that tree. Not that ant. Not the feel of that unknowable, healing magic coursing through the living wood.


Shame often arises from a judgement of our life’s project as a whole, unified work. I was well acquainted with shame and sadness as a child, but I also had a friend in nature, a friend that constantly reminded me that our lives do not require formal interrogation. That we don’t live as mathematical sums of events, successes and failures. Our lives exist in their realest form here, in this exact moment, and when we apply ourselves to fully witnessing the here and now of our strange and beautiful universe, shame becomes an illusion, just a trick of the light.
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I remembered my tree and who I was when I was in its branches. There was someone who deserved healing. There was someone who was not beyond redemption, who rejected a need for redemption.


Of course, my depression had responses for such thoughts.


Depression always has a response.


You aren’t that boy anymore.


That was before you were broken.


You still had a chance back then.


A million mistakes and squandered opportunities separates then from now. An ocean of time and failure.


What can one tree or one ant do in the face of real, justifiable despair and a bleak world?


Being present is nothing but a closer look at agony.


The only choice now is escape, is death.


What is it about depression that makes it such rich soil for cultivating shame? It’s certainly tied to our cultural narratives and arbitrary societal barriers. It’s also a function of becoming habituated to avoiding being present in the moment. But it’s more than that. The character of depression itself is insidious, so that an examination of the concept becomes a kind of trap. I think it has something to do with the nature of mental illness, specifically the mental part.


When we suffer from an ingrown toenail or a toothache, we rarely jump to the conclusion that the affliction is evidence of our flawed personhood. That’s because these aren’t maladies of the mind. We like to imagine our bodies are just the machines that carry around the “real” essence of who we are—they are the ships we pilot, the soil in which we grow.


Bodies get sick. They age. They fail. That’s intrinsic to their nature, and that reality is bound up in what we understand to be the human experience. The mind, on the other hand, is supposed to be the real us, the part of us that is not so crude or mundane as muscle and blood and bone. So, if the mind is sick, that’s an indictment of our “who,” not merely our “what.” It means our identity is sick, not our physical substance.


This appears to make a kind of sense—that’s the tricky part—except it’s completely ridiculous.


Our brains are special, fascinating miracles of the natural world, but they are also organs of the body. They are flesh and water and electricity, and the fact that they are the seat of our thoughts does not negate their physicality or susceptibility to sickness. Depression is, without any doubt, an illness and should be thought of as such.


If a virus hijacks the machinery of your cells to manufacture more of itself, you wouldn’t take ownership of the decision to produce viruses, would you? If you have a reaction to poison ivy, you wouldn’t measure your self-worth by the itching of your skin, would you? Can you imagine considering chickenpox to be an indictment of your life or evidence that you are lesser than other people?


No.


So how is it that our self-worth and the value of our personhood becomes tied to the painful negative thoughts that depression sufferers neither willfully create nor invite into our lives? Depression is not a mirror held up to our identities, nor a yardstick with which to evaluate the quality of our essential selves.


It’s the flu. It’s a rash.


It’s the emotional equivalent of a persistent headache.


Of course, the common cold doesn’t typically make its victims wish for death, and depression often does. That’s part of the problem. Beyond the very real pain of depression, emotional and physical, the shame aspect begins to make suicide seem like not just a better alternative, but a sensible and honorable rejection of a faulty self. It goes beyond “I don’t want this life” and layers on “this life is objectively trash and should be treated as such.”


Recognizing depression in ourselves is already a difficult task because the disease has endless ways to hide within the thickets of our minds. For example, I’ve met depression suffers who, when asked about their mental health, reply with some variation of, “No, I don’t have depression. My constant sadness is a reasonable reaction to a miserable life.”


I would not, for a moment, suggest that there are no reasons for natural sadness, nor am I remotely qualified to offer diagnoses to others, but I do feel in a position to state that depression will always tell you that your sadness is something other than an illness, that treatment is irrelevant in your case. Depression is very convincing. It speaks with bold certainty, declaring that it’s ridiculous to equate your reasonable, justifiable sadness with mental illness. The term “depression” is fine for other people, but you have actual problems that aren’t “all in your head.”


These deceptions are part of the nature of depression, shame being the key factor. We feel shame in admitting that our minds, the part of us we consider our real selves, can become ill. So, we fight to call our hopeless sadness anything but mental illness. We internalize the shame of societal stigma, of being a gray squirrel in a world of birdfeeder baffles, and we become the villain of our central story, a story we don’t seem to control.


Depression and shame, along with the culture that links them, teach us it’s better to be bad and damned than ill.


All of this shame and doubt can begin to make the key pathways of healing seem paradoxical, in the sense that our best tool to fight depression also remains the stronghold of the disease—our minds.
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