





[image: Cover: Solo Passage, 13 Quests, 13 Questions by Glenda Goodrich.]








praise for Solo Passage


“In its bravery, authenticity, and generosity, this book is pure gold. Through an honest reckoning of her own life, and the hard-won healing she co-created with the natural world, Glenda Goodrich suggests that we too might be capable of the extraordinary spiritual growth—the forgiveness, possibility, and redemption—described so beautifully in this book.” 


—Ellen Santasiero, Writing Coach and Editor; Co-editor of PLACED: An Encyclopedia of Central Oregon


“A thrilling spiritual adventure that explores thirteen wilderness quests and thirteen life-changing questions. Goodrich takes readers through a world of vivid, gorgeously wrought landscapes, from the searing heat of Death Valley to the mossy rainforests of the North Cascades. A book for everyone who loves wild places and longs to live an examined life, Solo Passage is a wise, stunningly beautiful page-turner that will leave you moved, inspired and ready to connect more deeply with nature—and yourself.”


—Rebecca Jamieson, author of The Body of All Things


“Inspired by the raw honesty of the wild, Glenda Goodrich’s book is a unique memoir in that it invites the reader to accompany her on this journey and not simply witness it. Page after page, we are reminded that courage is not synonymous with fearlessness, and the quest is not a destination but an entry into an ongoing way of being. Take note readers, this book will draw you into your own vision quest. The author’s willingness to reveal her struggle will compel you to examine your own life and question old feelings, false narratives and outdated identity structures. If you allow the wonder of these pages in, you will be transformed along the way.”


—Philip Kenney, author of The Writer’s Crucible: Meditations on Emotion, Being and Creativity


“What can an elusive coyote convey to a woman about her troubled relationship with her father? How does rebelling against the “right thing” on a wilderness journey lead to a startling sense of freedom? Glenda Goodrich heads boldly into wild places in search of answers to the kinds of gritty, nagging personal questions that vex many of us all our lives, then reveals the “answers” she’s found . . . sometimes indirect and sometimes precisely aimed, often mysterious, and always profound.” 


—Trebbe Johnson, author of Fierce Consciousness: Surviving the Sorrows of Earth and Self and Radical Joy for Hard Times


“A compelling story, told with courage and deep vulnerability, by a woman who goes out onto the earth in a ceremonial way to heal herself and understand her place in this world. Glenda’s story is a celebration of interconnectedness and belonging, a wild sacrament, a love song to Mother Earth. Through her stories, the reader is shown a path to transformation that anyone who is drawn to can follow. Glenda shows us the earth belongs to us all, and our souls know how to open to its beauty and wisdom.” 


—Sara Harris, Co-Founder of EarthWays LLC, Wilderness Rites of Passage Guide


“Glenda’s honest memoir about her personal wilderness vision quests is a powerful statement about the relevance of this ancient form to those of us in modern life. Through the humble, intimate stories of her life, the vivid descriptions of the places she quested, and her beautiful artwork, I am reminded to keep finding ways to engage in this spiritual practice the rest of my own life. Thank you, Glenda, for this gift of inspiration.” 


—Ann Linnea, author of Deep Water Passage, a Spiritual Quest at Midlife


“Glenda Goodrich carries bare-bones survival gear, deep intention, and astonishing trust as she ventures year after year into the wilderness in search of a deeper knowing of herself. Her seamless stories about the old ways of solitude, fasting, and exposure are laced with tenacity, tenderness, and the unexpected gifts of wild nature.”


—Susan Hagen, co-author of Women at Ground Zero


“An introspective, poignant personal narrative written with raw, animated honesty. This beautifully crafted book is drenched in wonder and wrapped with tenderness. It is a celebration of interconnectedness and belonging, a poetic love letter to nature.” 


—Savannah Tenderfoot, Sensitivity Reader and Editor, Salt & Sage Books


“Glenda Goodrich’s mesmerizing memoir of her over twenty years of solo wilderness quests is an exhilarating and tender read. In moving and penetrating prose, she faces her fears, grief, regrets, even transgressions with the trees, rocks, and creatures as her companions. Supported by the wisdom of ancient traditions and able guides, she stunningly recreates her sacred ceremonies as she fully embraces her artist, wise woman self.”


—Wendy Judith Cutler, co-author of Writing Alone Together


“A rare piece of literature. Raw, poetic, haunting. Effortlessly weaving the landscape into her narrative. Through direct experience, Goodrich creates a powerful testament to the restorative powers of nature, and its ability to heal the soul. It just might change your life.” 


—Scott Stillman, author of Wilderness, The Gateway To The Soul
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In that insight of inter-being, it is possible to have real communication with the earth, which is the highest form of prayer. In that kind of relationship, you have enough love, strength, and awakening . . . to change your life. 


—Thich Nhat Hanh












Author’s Note






The wilderness quest, also called a vision quest or a vision fast, is an ancient pan-cultural initiation rite of passage that encourages an awakening of one’s own indigenous wisdom, personal vision, and purpose on Earth. The essence of the quest is the act of seeking or pursuing something. We walk alone into the womb of Mother Earth and ask a question in search of guidance so that we may show up more fully and better care for ourselves, our families, and our communities. The thirteen wilderness quests I wrote about in this book all revolved around a central question, which has been highlighted to stand out in the text. These questions related to my specific personal experience but are also posed for the reader’s consideration. For example, the question on my first quest was: What healing gifts would nature bring me if I opened myself up to the possibilities? Readers might ask themselves the same question as they imagine how their own lives might be deepened by time alone in nature. 












IntroductioN






“Grandma, will you tell us a story?” Silas asked.


“Yeah, Grandma, tell us one of your stories,” Thea said. “One you haven’t told us before.”


My grandchildren had already heard the ones about the visit from horses, close encounters with spiders and snakes, sneaky pack rats, and foxes screaming at night.


“How about the black hole in the forest? Have I told you that one before?”


“No,” they chorused.


The three of us were cuddled, like birds in a nest, in Thea’s bed. My grandchildren had claimed ownership of my body. I was their soft and round, not-so-firm, terra firma to sit on and snuggle against. Thea, age nine, and Silas, age six, looked like a female and male version of the same person who had the best features of both their parents—round heads with thick coffee-colored hair, nut-brown eyes, and slightly turned-up noses.


I put an arm around each of their shoulders. The kids were little furnaces, radiating energy and heat. A revolving night-light on the bedside table threw white stars on the dark walls and ceiling, disappearing and reappearing in rhythmic cycles.
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“Once upon a time there was a woman who went into the wilderness . . .”


Thea and Silas were among the few people who’d heard these stories, although they thought the woman was simply a character I had created. But these stories were true. I was the woman who spent days at a time alone in the wild, without food, surrounded by wild creatures. I had shared my wilderness quest stories with a small circle of my closest friends, but I wasn’t comfortable talking about them with anyone else. I couldn’t distill them into one- or two-sentence explanations without minimizing the depth of my experiences.
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I learned about wilderness questing in 1996 when my older sister Lea gave me The Book of the Vision Quest, by Steven Foster and Meredith Little, along with other books about Native culture and Southwest design that she’d picked up from a yard sale. She knew I liked Southwest lore and art. The vision quest book happened to have been in the stack. Wilderness questing, also known as vision questing or vision fasting, is a centuries-old rite of passage intended to awaken personal vision and purpose. It is an act of courage and determination that involves solitude, fasting, and prayer. Jesus went into the desert for forty days. The Buddha sat under the bodhi tree and found spiritual enlightenment. Muhammad went into the cave on the mountain and received the Koran. And I, an ordinary, middle-aged, middle-class white woman, went into the wilderness again and again for over two decades—in California, Oregon, and Washington State, to places like Death Valley, the Inyo, the Modoc, the Cascade-Siskiyou National Monument, and the North Cascades. Each time, I went into the wild looking for something specific and came out with an unexpected treasure.


I honor the people who have held this ceremony and passed the teachings on through the generations so that non-Native people like me could experience the power of questing in wild places. My people come from Britain, Ireland, France, and Germany. As far as I know, I am the only person in my family who has ever participated in a wilderness quest.


The way my wilderness guides have explained it to me, no one owns the ceremony of the quest, but we honor Native peoples who have carried this forward so non-Native peoples might rediscover their long-ago indigenous roots and customs. Cultures throughout history have practiced some version of fasting and isolation as a rite of passage. Most of us who take part in questing today have been called to the ceremony from somewhere deep in our DNA, beckoned by ancient and enduring memories of our connection to Mother Earth. We long to be held by her. We long to remember ourselves back to her.


When I first read The Book of the Vision Quest, I didn’t imagine going on a quest myself, but the seed was planted. Years later, in search of an adventure to mark a milestone birthday, I came across a flyer on a bulletin board in a bookstore that read: “Wilderness Rites Women’s Vision Quests in Death Valley.” Without hesitation I wrote down the phone number and made the call.


I was pleased to discover that Anne Stine, wilderness quest guide and founder of Wilderness Rites, had learned the ceremony from Steven Foster and Meredith Little. I thought wilderness questing was only a Native American practice, but I learned from Anne that Steven and Meredith had researched Indigenous peoples from all around the world and discovered common themes in their rite-of-passage ceremonies: isolation, fasting, and exposure; as well as the three phases of a traditional quest ceremony: severance, threshold, and incorporation. These themes spoke to me, and I was hungry to learn more, so I bought and read a book that Meredith wrote after Steven died, The School of Lost Borders, A Love Story. In it she wrote, “In the early 1970s, the time was ripe for bringing earth-based wisdom back into our culture.” She went on to tell the stories of the Native people who helped her and Steven develop their own questing knowledge. Sun Bear, an elder and prominent voice in the Ojibwa tribe, took them under his wing. Hyemeyohsts Storm, of Cheyenne, Sioux, Irish American, and German descent, heard about Steven and Meredith’s work and told them, “What you’re doing is important. You sit down here, and I’m going to teach you things you need to know.”


Grandpa Raymond Stone, a Paiute elder, gave them permission to use the land around Big Pine, California, and taught them about the Indigenous ways of perceiving the world “like no one else.” Meredith wrote, “Grandpa Raymond was the real thing. He was taught by his father, who had been taught by his father, a lineage of ‘Indian doctors’ who were guided by spirit. Grandpa Raymond told us, ‘You do good work. You need to do that work for your people.’”


I had read about fly-by-night guides who used pageantry and hype to pull people in, but who lacked the depth and understanding it takes to “be guided by spirit,” as Meredith described it. Anne Stine’s twenty-five years of experience guiding quests, along with how she had learned the ceremony from those who had learned it directly from Native elders, resonated with me. I felt that she, too, was the real thing. I wanted to be a part of something that felt legitimate and had components from all over the world.


I went on my first wilderness quest when I turned fifty, a rite of passage to mark my half-century point. I thought I’d try it once, to see if I could fast for four days and nights alone in the wild. At the time, I had no idea that wilderness questing would become an annual event in my life, a sacred ritual that connected me to the land, wove me into nature’s web, and transformed me from a woman who worked to please everyone else into a woman who forged her own path. This book traces that transformation.
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Snuggled with the kids in our downy nest, I continued the story.


“Once upon a time, there was a woman who went into the wilderness to find a new name. She loaded her backpack and headed out for the sacred mountain. She talked, sang, and slept with all of Earth’s creatures: the rocks, the plants and trees, the winged ones, the four-legged, the many-legged, and even the no-legged that crawled with their bellies close to Earth. To find her new name, she had to die to her old self.”


“Wait . . . what? She dies?” Thea’s eyes shone brightly, a furrow between her brows.


“Well, no, she doesn’t really die, sweetie,” I said, rubbing her back lightly. “It’s called a rite of passage, like when you graduated from preschool to elementary, and you left your baby self behind. That’s why people go on wilderness quests; something they don’t need or want any more goes away, and something new takes its place.”


“Oh, good. I don’t want her to die,” she said.


I kissed Thea on the top of her head and continued with the story.


“The woman spent long dark nights hungry and alone on a mountain. Her empty tummy growled, and she cried all by herself in the dark, you see.”


 “Why was she hungry?” Silas asked.


I smoothed his damp hair. “Because remember, on a wilderness quest you don’t eat. You only drink water. It’s called fasting.”


 “I’m going on a wilderness quest when I’m eight,” Silas said.


 “I’ll take you out when you’re ready,” I said, delighted by his enthusiasm. “Are you ready to get back to the story?” 


The children nodded.


“Well, I told you the woman was alone, but that wasn’t really true. She had company on that mountaintop. Can you guess who came to see her?”


“A frog,” Silas said.


“A dragon,” Thea added.


“It was a long black snake that slithered down the path in front of her; she just barely missed stepping on it.”


“Ooooo,” they said in unison.


“Also, a coyote that howled in the night, and birds that sang in the trees like a wild church choir. Then, guess what she found next? Not a wild creature, but a tree stump.”


“A tree stump?” Silas asked.


“That’s right, a plain old tree stump. And she looked in it, down a long black hole, like a tunnel with no end. She called a prayer out loud, ‘Black hole, bring me a name I can call myself —a new name for a new self.’”
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I finished telling my grandchildren the tale of the black hole that night, the gift that the tree stump gave the woman and the magic she made from nothing but a black hole. But there were other stories I wasn’t ready to tell them—stories about how the woman in the story grew up with an alcoholic father, got pregnant at sixteen, was divorced twice, and had brushes with death, and how I was the woman in the stories, the one who spent long nights alone in the wild terrified. I would tell them later, when they were old enough to understand why I had felt compelled to go into the wilderness to heal from the trauma of my old life.


My time in the wild helped me circle back to the events of my life and sort through them, find deeper meaning, and make peace with my past.
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I write this book and share my art as a legacy for my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, as a pathway for my loved ones to follow and find their way back to their connection with Mother Earth. Through these stories, they can know how one of their ancestors lived, what she loved, and how the seed of wilderness questing was planted in her, took root in her life, and changed how she lived.


I write this book as encouragement and inspiration for you too. In each of the thirteen questing chapters, I ask a question that arose for me during my journey. I have carried these questions into my life to help me incorporate the gifts I received from each of my quests. If some of these questions resonate with you, take them into your heart and out onto the land. May you go out into the wilderness, lose yourself, and find yourself there too.












Belonging to the Land






Body of earth . . . Tell the story of pure mirrors. The Creator has given you this splendor. Why talk of anything else?


—Rumi


Unbuckling my hip strap, I twisted to balance the pack on my hip and lowered the bulky bundle to the ground. The size of a small child, the pack held everything I’d need for my stay in Death Valley: sleeping bag, sleeping pad that folded into a camp chair, flashlight, hairbrush, toothbrush, toothpaste, down jacket, sun hat, long underwear, one extra pair of pants, one extra shirt, underwear, socks, flip-flops, small first aid kit, pocketknife, water bottle, journal and pen, and a collection of small personal items for an altar. I had packed four gallons of water out to my canyon questing site, two at a time, the day before.


The rising sun cast a narrow flamingo-pink strip under a stratum of surging gray clouds. To the north, the fan-shaped alluvium wash disappeared into a V with a fifty-foot sheer rock wall on each side. To the south, great aprons of rocky debris spread out toward the valley floor. Beyond, the cascading ranges of the Panamint Mountains towered in the distance. This was Hanaupah Canyon, the remote, desolate place where I would live for the next four days.


I fished a bottle out of my pack, twisted the lid off, and took a long drink. I’d been instructed to drink one gallon of water every day to flush toxins from my system and stay hydrated—my wilderness quest guide’s voice played in my head: You want C2P—clear and copious pee. Even in November, daytime temperatures in Death Valley ranged as high as ninety degrees. The water was my lifeline in this desert.


I stood there, surrounded by millions of rocks in all shapes, colors, and sizes—boulders, stones, gravel, and siltstone. I was dwarfed by the immensity of the place. I had brought myself there for a reason. And I was terrified.


At midlife, divorced, my children grown and on their own, I was searching for meaning and a remedy for the unnamable longing that had led me into a series of disappointing relationships. The trauma I had experienced in life—teenage motherhood, marrying abusive men, and serial infidelity—left me with lingering shame and self-doubt. I’d gone to therapy and read a dozen self-improvement books. I’d sat in women’s circles, shared my deepest secrets, and listened to others share theirs. Still, something was missing. 


More important, I wanted to do something meaningful for my fiftieth birthday. A wilderness quest sounded like exactly the right thing—mysterious and challenging with the promise of spiritual growth and insight.


What healing gifts would nature bring me if I opened myself up to the possibilities?
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In the months before the quest, I lost my nerve. I was an experienced camper and backpacker, but the idea of spending four days in isolation without food was unnerving. I had already paid the deposit and told all my friends; I couldn’t back out. So I gathered up my courage and showed up. I flew to Las Vegas, rented a four-wheel-drive vehicle, and drove the scenic road west through Red Rock Canyon to Death Valley.


There were two other questers with me on this journey. Karen, a university executive from the East Coast, was questing up the canyon a quarter mile to my right. Debbie, a psychotherapist from Southern California, made her camp three-quarters of a mile down the canyon to my left. Linda and Sara, our guides, held vigil back at base camp, a half mile away on a flat sandy rise.


I wiped drips of water off my chin and caught the faint smell of sage smoke on my hand from the send-off ritual that morning. I remembered Linda and Sara draped in shawls as they fanned sage smoke, prayed over me, and sent me on my way.


“May you get all that you need from your solo time on Mother Earth,” Linda whispered into my ear.


“Blessings on your journey,” Sara said.


After the send-off and with my heart fluttering in anticipation, I loaded up my backpack and headed west toward my site, or power place as the guides had called it.


The memory of the morning sent a surge of loneliness through me. I already missed Linda and Sara and the other questers. I brought my arm to my face, inhaled the musty scent, and looked around at my surroundings. Ton upon ton of rocks spread around me like eons of ancient volcanic memories. I had no tent and no food because exposure and fasting are integral parts of a wilderness quest. It would be the first time I’d attempt to go without eating for longer than five or six hours, let alone four days, and I wondered if I was up to it. I wore an emergency whistle on a lanyard around my neck.


A line from a Mary Oliver poem popped into my head, offering momentary inspiration: When it’s over I want to say all my life I was a bride married to amazement. I was the bridegroom taking the world into my arms. I had come this far; I would let the Death Valley marriage dance begin, for better or for worse.


I scanned the canyon where I stood, and noticed, for the first time, that my fasting solo site was, regrettably, on a downhill slant. Every traverse across the wash would involve walking cockeyed over the rocky scree. Why hadn’t I noticed the slant when I chose this site?


Our two guides had explained to us three questers that choosing our power site, the place we would spend our solo time, was an essential part of the ceremony. We were to spread out and let intuition guide us to a place no farther than a mile from base camp. When we found a place that felt right, we were to approach, ask for permission from the plants and animals to be there, and wait for an answer. The answer might come in the way of a sign from nature or from inside us. The idea of nature as a conscious being with a voice and an opinion was new to me, and I questioned whether it could be true. But the more I thought about it, the more it felt right. It was as if something I had known as a child, but had forgotten as an adult, was coming back around.


On the afternoon the guides sent us in search of our spots, hot and tired, I found this canyon about a half mile from base camp. I chose it because the fan-shaped wash offered early-morning and late-afternoon shade. I didn’t remember to ask permission to stay there and didn’t notice at that time that the canyon wash was at a gradual downhill angle. I had already messed things up and had only just begun.


 Damn it. This wasn’t a good site. I should move, I thought to myself. No, I couldn’t move. My guides had made sure they knew where I was, had even drawn small maps with location X’s. I was too embarrassed to consider what would be involved in moving. I perched myself on a rock. Pleading ghrelin growls from my stomach announced the first twelve hours without food. Could I do this? Four days alone in a slanted gravel wash with nothing to eat? No one to talk to?


The guides had instructed us to walk, rest, contemplate, watch what was happening in the natural world around us, create ceremonies, and write in our journals. With only rocks around me, I couldn’t imagine anything much to watch in the canyon. On the positive side, even if the time didn’t result in any spectacular insights, I might at least lose weight, and walking through the loose pebbles would be good exercise.


A strong wind whipped through the canyon, blew off my sun hat, and carried it to a nearby rock where it pressed flat against the stone. The wind dropped as suddenly as it had begun, leaving an eerie stillness. There didn’t appear to be another living thing, only me, the rocks, and the hot wind. I bent to pick up my hat and felt my glasses slip down my sweaty nose. How long, I wondered, before the sun goes down?


I considered putting my pack on and slipping back into base camp, like an errant pet with its tail between its legs. What the hell was I thinking? There had to be easier and less risky ways to come to terms with who I was at midlife and what I wanted for my future. I could be home sitting in my favorite chair sipping tea. I had never even spent a whole night outdoors by myself, let alone in a place called “Death Valley.”


Someone had bailed already. We’d had the initial circle meeting with our guides, and afterward, a fourth quester, an attorney from San Francisco, had driven away without a goodbye. We stood there, looking wide-eyed at one another. One of the guides turned to us and said, “Well, everyone is empowered to do what they need to do to take care of themselves.”


The same guide, Sara, told us later that there had been times when people felt complete with their solo time before the four days, and if that happened, we were to come back into base camp. She said once a quester stayed in base camp the whole time, didn’t even go out to a solo place. They referred to it as “questing in Grandmother’s lap.” That sounded much safer, but my instinct told me there was something for me out there in that dry, bleak place that was so unlike my hectic life—commuting an hour to work each day, jamming domestic duties and outdoor fun into the weekend, and starting the whole thing over on Monday morning. My life was so full. The desert was so empty. But even though I knew the quest held the promise of something life changing, I felt like I was subjecting myself to baptism by fire under a burning sun in a godforsaken place.


I put my hat back on and turned to setting up my sleeping area and spirit altar. Three large rocks as big as cars near the canyon wall would supply welcome shade from afternoon sun. I discovered a giant, flat, aqua-colored, waist-high stone that was the perfect place to set up an altar for the things I’d brought from home: a small candle, a round ceramic rattle I’d made for myself, a black-and-gold turkey feather my son had given me, and a leather pouch from a friend. She called it a “spirit pouch.” The two-inch square of dark green leather had a drawstring close at the top and held tiny chips of gemstones for support and healing energy: black onyx for patience and determination, rose quartz for emotional healing, and red jasper for strength and honesty. I hoped the little bag of stones around my neck would live up to its promise. And I hoped that I would live up to mine.


I arranged my treasures on the big, smooth, blue-green rock, then stood back and looked at the display. The smallness of the items and the expanse of the stone sent a pang of homesickness through my heart. I looked around at the lonely canyon, the multitude of rocks, and the boundless blue sky. You’ll be okay, I told myself. One day at a time.


I got down on my knees and used the edge of my forearm to level off a gravel area where water had once pooled, pushing the pea-sized stones aside to form a place big enough to accommodate my sleeping bag. The moving gravel pummeled lightly against my arms and made a cascading sound like a wave washing over pebbles on the beach. The noise broke through the hushed canyon, bounced off the rock walls, and rippled back to me. I closed my eyes and pushed my arms through the gravel, enjoying the warm tingle as the tiny remnants of riverbed moved across my skin. I thought about the pouring rain back home in Oregon and the less than two inches of rain that fall in Death Valley each year. It was a miracle anything survived here.


Satisfied that my sleeping mound was level, I walked around the stone-laden ground and picked up four different colored rocks that our questing guides had told us some tribes used to create a Medicine Wheel: red for South, black for West, white for North, and yellow for East. The guides had said that the Medicine Wheel, also called the Sacred Hoop, had been used by Native American tribes for centuries. The wheel embodies the four cardinal directions, called shields in the wheel teaching. Each of the shields symbolizes a dimension of health and a cycle of human life: the South stands for the aspect of the child; the West, the adolescent; the North, the adult; and the East, rebirth. The truth of that teaching felt alive somewhere deep inside me.


I noticed that the place I had chosen for my sleeping circle was in the southwest corner of my site. Did the location have subconscious meaning? Should I try to figure out the significance of where I had placed my circle? I ruminated on the meaning of southwest on the wheel for a while but stopped myself from my habit of overanalyzing things and finished making my Medicine Wheel.


At the end of that first day, nauseous and headachy, I turned in before sundown. The guides had taught us a bedtime ritual, and I took it to heart: step inside the Medicine Wheel sleeping circle and pray to the ancestors of the four directions for protection during the night. Not completely convinced it would work, I was willing to try anything to keep scorpions and snakes from creeping into my sleeping bag and lions and tigers and bears from tromping over me. I did exactly what they said. I got ready for bed, stepped inside, closed my eyes, bowed my head, and whispered, “Ancestors of the four directions, please protect my sleeping area from any nighttime dangers. Please keep me safe.”


I was unsure of how to appropriately close a prayer to nature. The first thing I thought of from my Catholic upbringing was “Amen.” That didn’t seem quite right, so I added a simple “Thank you.”


Peeling open the sleeping bag, checking for intruders, and finding none, I crawled in and stared up at the purply-blue sky. Again, I heard my guide’s voice. You are a guest in their world. If you stay aware of your surroundings, and move slowly and respectfully, you won’t have any problems with animals, insects, and reptiles.


Lying inside my down sleeping bag was stifling. In Death Valley, the hours warmed until noon, baked after midday, and blazed past sunset. I pulled the covers off and lay exposed in the evening air. Suddenly a surge gripped my gut and my throat watered. Another surge, more intense this time, spasmed through my core. I tried deep breaths to calm the tide but couldn’t hold it back. I leaned over and vomited up a bile-stained watery fluid. On my hands and knees, I gagged and choked until my stomach emptied. Retching noises from my vomiting broke through the quiet canyon and created a feedback loop of more gagging and more vomiting. The paroxysms finally ended, leaving me weak and disoriented. I couldn’t recall the last time I had vomited. I worried I was getting the stomach flu.


I kept my body flat on my gravelly bed until the sun went down over the canyon wall. A short while later, when the nausea had subsided, I sat up, took in small sips of water, and prayed it would stay down. If I couldn’t keep water down, I’d have to return to base camp before my fasting time was completed. That is, if I could walk. As a backup, I did have my emergency whistle (blow three times, pause, blow three more times) if I needed help. So this is what it feels like to starve. I felt humbled at the thought of all the people in the world who had no food. And here I was with the privilege of not eating by conscious choice.


The light faded to dark, and with it came more hunger and loneliness. It started as a dull ache in my chest, eased up into my throat, and then flooded my eyes. I thought of home, a hot bath, my safe cozy bed with plush pillows, a bedtime snack, a phone call to a friend.


A moaning wind blew over the rocks and shook the brittle branches of the creosote bushes. I watched white pinpoint refracted lights appear in the indigo sky where moments before there had been nothing but a deep blue abyss. I caught a movement at the canyon wall and froze, wide-eyed. A dark blob flitted out from a crevice and flew up quietly through the night sky. Then another and another. I watched, mesmerized, as scallop-winged bats whirled and dove through the air like fluttering whispers. I smiled at the revelation that there were other living beings out there with me in the canyon wash besides rattlesnakes and scorpions. Bats had intrigued me ever since one summer when I was a kid, and a group of rodent-like babies, not yet able to fly, had crawled out from under the siding of our family cabin, and we kids took turns holding the furry, skin-winged little creatures.


Throughout my life, I’d had countless boyfriends and lovers and two husbands and one girlfriend. The partings had left me sad and guilty. As I watched the bats crawl out from their hidey-holes, one after another, I decided this time I wouldn’t leave. This time I’d stick it out and prove myself to be a worthy lover—a lover of desert rocks and bats.


I followed the bats’ zigzagging dances until it was too dark to see. After dark, I followed their murmurs through the air, first in one ear, then the other. The closer, the better. I fell asleep to the sounds of swooping bats and chirping crickets.


I awoke several times during the night, feeling feverish and threshed by unseen forces, tossing and turning as if in a slow rock tumbler. Each time my eyes popped open, I checked the black void above me to see how far the stars on Orion’s sword had moved across the night sky. The constellation reminded me of camping trips with my father.


One of the happy memories I had of my father was when I was nine years old. “That’s the constellation of Orion, the hunter.” My father pointed to a cluster of stars in the night sky as we sat huddled in blankets around the campfire. “See those stars in a row? That’s Orion’s sword. You can watch him move through the night sky on his journey.” Another memory was crystalized in a photo of five-year-old me cuddled on his lap in my pajamas, a big smile on my face. It was the only picture I had of us together. My father had died from alcoholism when I was sixteen. Family camping trips were my most treasured memories of him.


Now, alone under the stars, I wondered how my life might have been different if my father had been around longer. Would I have grown up more confident? Would I have chosen better partners? I fell asleep missing my dad.


I awoke later lying on my back with the sensation of something soft and satiny in the hollow of my throat. I gasped but didn’t scream. Tiny legs prickled against my skin, and I lay there taking in the odd sensation. Then, calmly and slowly, I scooped up the satiny insect, opened my hand, and released it back into the night air. It wafted away without a sound.


Maybe it was a cecropia moth. Maybe I had been kissed on the throat by a winged messenger from the spirit world. It felt like an initiation, a welcome to my first night alone in the wild, a balm for the inhospitable treatment I’d received weeks earlier on my pre-quest Medicine Walk.
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In a phone call with my guides a month before my quest, they had advised me to go on a traditional pre-quest hike called a “Medicine Walk.” They said the practice had been adopted from the Native American tradition of taking a contemplative walk in the landscape to ask the natural world for guidance and open the senses to the sights, smells, and sounds of nature around oneself. While on their walk, the quester considers questions like: Where am I going? What must I leave behind? What do I need to learn?


My Medicine Walk had been at Baskett Slough, a National Wildlife Refuge not far from where I lived in Salem, Oregon. I had arrived at dawn, as instructed, with no food, only water, and intended to stay until sundown.


The scalloped edges of rich green oak trees lined the rolling hills of the refuge. Behind the oaks, billowing white clouds stacked shoulder to shoulder, mimicking the arboreal flow of the trees. Stretched out in front of the oaks was a gold-and-brown field of dried Queen Anne’s lace. I stopped on the path, breathed deeply, and took in the landscape: honey gold, nutmeg brown, olive green, and dove white, all opening under a mantle of blue.


I spent the morning meandering along paths that wove through the trees and beside ponds alive with geese. I thought about my upcoming quest in Death Valley. How would I fare? How scared would I be sleeping alone in the wild?


The path dipped down a hill and along a dirt utility road. Halfway down the hill, the sound of rubber tires over gravel interrupted the quiet morning. A white pickup with a government insignia on the door rolled up beside me.


The driver appeared to be in his thirties and wore a plaid flannel shirt and a tan baseball-style cap with an embroidered patch that read DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR, US FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE. He lowered the window.


“Hello,” I said.


“Hi there. The wildlife refuge is closed for bird nesting,” he said in an official tone. “You aren’t supposed to be here. It’ll reopen in April of next year.”


“Okay. I won’t bother anything,” I said. “I’m just walking.”


“Sorry. Doesn’t matter. You’ll have to leave,” he said, fixing his eyes on mine.


My heart sank. I didn’t belong. I was being thrown out. I turned around and started back to the trailhead. I heard the man’s voice in my head: You’ll have to leave. I had done everything right so far, but I’d been booted out. I knew my emotional response was an overreaction, but being asked to leave my pre-quest Medicine Walk hurt. It felt like a bad omen.


Baskett Slough was the exact opposite of my questing spot. Whereas the wildlife refuge had been abundant with growth and life, Death Valley was stark and arid with most of its life underground. Still, I was learning to love my canyon home. Nothing and no one had given me any sign that I didn’t belong. I felt increasingly more welcome. And the kiss on the throat from the flying creature had been like a tap from a fairy’s wand, an invitation to open myself up to kinship with those the guides had referred to as more-than-human beings.
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The next morning, moth dust on my throat, I didn’t wash my face, comb my hair, or brush my teeth. For the next couple of days, I skipped all domestic grooming rituals and let myself go natural. I began to feel like another creature inhabiting the rugged space. By the third day, I had memorized the landscape—every giant boulder, creosote bush, spiney cactus, and occasional lizard that covered the rocky terrain in my canyon home. They were all fellow earthlings with whom I shared this place. We were surviving together in the desert.


Loving the place and its beings didn’t alleviate the boredom and gnawing irritation of having nothing to do for hours on end. Fasting from food got easier every day; fasting from my to-do list and other life distractions became harder. The hunger had evolved from an ache to a low roar and finally to a hollowed-out emptiness.


I fished a pocketknife from my day pack, cut off a piece of my hair, wrapped it around a small, pink, oval-shaped rock, and placed it on my stone altar—my DNA joined with the other genetic material in the canyon. I drank water and smeared mint-flavored beeswax balm onto my parched lips. I draped my shawl over a smooth, chaise-lounge-shaped rock, took off my clothes, and lay lizard-like across the flat stone. It was something I had always wanted to do, be naked outside with no one around to see my ample hips and breasts. I was a harsh judge of my body. Nudity outdoors felt like a step toward freedom from my inner critic. At first, my instinct was to cover the front of my body with my shawl, but there was no one out here to criticize me, except myself, and I wanted to push that voice away. Eventually I felt more at ease and able to enjoy the warm caress of the breeze on my body. But I couldn’t help but look around the empty canyon once in a while to make sure no one was watching.


The rock walls funneled the laser-beam sun onto my bare skin, and I soaked up the rays. When I couldn’t take any more heat, I moved to the shade, perched on a cool rock, and scanned the never-ending row after row of purple-gray mountains stacked up in the distance. I extended my arm and measured the number of fist-lengths between the sun and horizon, one for each hour, the way the guides had taught me. Five fist-lengths meant five hours until sunset.


I pulled a three-ring journal and pen from my gear bag and began to write. I described the speckled Easter egg–colored rocks, the lizards that did push-ups in the sun, the happiness and sadness I felt, the solitude, the boredom. The scratching sounds of pen on paper broke through the dense quiet in rhythmic murmurs. My handwriting came out wide and loose and loopy.


After a while, my backside went numb. Tossing aside my journal and pen, I put on my dusty brown hiking boots and my wide-brimmed sun hat, tied a blue hanky around my neck, and walked naked around the narrow canyon. I paced in wide circles under the searing sun. My breasts bounced and swayed, and my safety whistle danced back and forth like a pendulum across my chest. My hips rose and fell in an awkward gait as I trudged through the loose gravel of the slanted terrain. A raven flew over the slot-like canyon, casting a dark shadow over the rocks. Caaaaaaw—caaaaaw—caaaaw, as if mocking me: You’re naked—you’re naked—you’re naked.


A gray-and-tan-speckled chuckwalla lizard the size of a baby alligator posed on a rocky ledge like a prehistoric statue. The lizard blended into the rocky surroundings so well that, when it moved, it was like a piece of the ground had gotten up and crawled away. The giant lizard spotted me and scampered down over the rocks, up the canyon wall, and into a dark crevice between boulders. I wondered if I was a scary sight to a lizard, tromping around with nothing on but hiking boots, a sun hat, and a hanky around my neck.


Halfway round the circle, I trembled with exhaustion, no calories left to burn. I slogged my way back to a shady spot near the canyon wall, plopped down, and reached for my water bottle. Raising my arm released a fruity, oniony smell from my sweaty armpit. At home I would have rushed to put on deodorant or jump in the shower. But not out here, not today.


One of the guides had said, “When you come back from your threshold time and share your experiences, we’ll help you interpret the lessons nature brought you out there.” I wondered if I would have any sage wisdom to share when I got back. A wilderness quest was supposed to bring insights and awakenings. Would I go back to base camp with anything significant to say? Was it possible to fail at questing?


 I searched the endless blue sky and the myriad rocks for a distraction to fill my attention and stay in the moment. There must be some way to entertain myself. The curving Panamint Mountain landscape stretched out in the distance like a flowing contortion. Drifting and daydreaming and possibly hallucinating, I imagined the humps of the range like the great breasts of a female body, Mother Earth. The foothills wove the curves of her abdomen, the surrounding mountains spread like outstretched thighs. The voluptuous land formed an abundant Rubenesque figure.


Still naked, nothing on but my dusty boots and straw sun hat, I pulled out my sketchbook and began to draw. The landscape scene flowed from my eyes to my hand and out onto the page. I captured the swelling and receding curves—part mountain, part reclining nude—the widespread legs disappearing into the horizon off the sketchbook page on either side. I added contours and shading, looked up at where shadows fell, then back down over my own naked breasts to the page, adding lines—here, where the light fell in repeated patterns, there, where volcanic upheaval left gashes and lumps from birthing new land. I had those same birthing scars on my body. My son was born in 1968 when I was seventeen years old. The experience was chiseled into my memory like a rock petroglyph.
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It started with a dull snap somewhere deep and low inside my body. A warm liquid trickled out from between my legs. I gasped, then held my breath. This is it, I thought. For several days I’d been having false labor, contractions that would start up and send rock-hard squeezes over my abdominal muscles, then stop after ten minutes or so. At one point we went to the hospital, thinking for sure I was in labor, only to be sent home disappointed.


My husband, Bob, dozed in an armchair across the room. We were staying with my parents at their mountain vacation cabin for the long Thanksgiving weekend. The OB-GYN had said that, since this was my first baby, it was safe to go ahead with the trip, even though the cabin was an hour away from the nearest hospital.


I leaned back on the brown tweed couch and peered over the mounded girth of my midsection. Two continuous columns of puffy flesh that used to be my ankles rose like bread dough above pink slippers. A small foot gouged at my rib, and a bony protrusion traveled across my lower abdomen, lifting the fabric of my blue nightgown like an alien. The baby had been due three days before. I had been calm about giving birth, in denial about the pain of squeezing a small human from my teenage body. But now it was happening. What would it be like? How much would it hurt? Would I scream like women in the movies?


“My water just broke,” I said. “I need a towel.”


“Really?” Bob asked. “Are you sure?”


I leaned forward, and a surge of liquid streamed down over the couch and dripped onto the floor. Bob froze, wide-eyed. His ears flushed red. His crew-cut hair stood on end as he sat gawking at me.


Bob Howard and I had been married in a quick ceremony in May of that year and were living in Sacramento, California, where he attended college. He was nineteen going on forty, a serious academic student from a well-off Libertarian family. We’d met the summer before while swimming at a lake near my parents’ cabin. Bob was bright, attentive, and smitten with me, and by the following winter, at age sixteen, I was pregnant. I dropped out of high school in my sophomore year. The worst part was that all my friends turned their backs on me. One day I was a popular girl on the high school cheerleading team, and the next day I was an untouchable. Everyone was having sex, but pregnancy was considered shameful.


Bob’s parents suggested I consider an abortion. But I wanted the baby. In the late sixties, and in my household, wanting the baby meant marrying the father. I convinced myself I loved Bob, that marriage would be fine, easy. What did I know? I was a baby myself, naive and unprepared for marriage and motherhood. I was too young and unaware to pick up on the dominating and controlling behaviors that, in years to come, would lead to emotional and physical mistreatment that bordered on abuse.


My mother entered the living room, saw what had happened, and burst into action. She grabbed a towel from the bathroom and handed it to me. I struggled to my feet, water trickling down my legs. When I stood up, a dark puddle formed beneath my feet on the braided rug, a family heirloom.


“Sorry,” I said.


“Don’t fret about it,” my mother said. “That’s the least of our worries right now.” She looked at me through her horn-rimmed glasses and nodded her head of curly, dark hair reassuringly. I studied her face, searching for what to do next. My mother had had four children. She knew what was happening and what would happen. I’d read a labor and childbirth pamphlet from the doctor’s office, but I didn’t remember any of it.
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