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  The only constant is change.

  —Ancient Greek Proverb

  You can’t have life without dirt. You can’t have dirt without death.

  Dirt is death and life.

  Dirt.

  —Future Ancient American Proverb
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  Wisdom can be a sadistic, extortive prize. Sure, some people emerge from the womb dripping unearned wisdom from their newborn digits, floating through life making nothing but good choices and accepting the random cruelties of life with the grace of a fat, happy Buddha. Good for them.

  The rest of us have to earn wisdom through exacting measures levied throughout our lives. As for me, I was lucky. I managed to live much of my life without it.

  When I was a small child living a quasi-feral existence on a Kansas farm, I had little interest in wisdom, knowledge, or even books, for that matter. I preferred to spend my time running wild after my big brothers as they explored the endless acres of farmland and forest that surrounded our country home. I was a dirty-faced, crazy-haired tomboy with bruised knees, battle scars, and places to be, and I didn’t have time for books. But one book in particular piqued my interest and insinuated itself into my earliest and most kitten-brained philosophies.

  It was an old family bible that sat on a table planted in our thick, grass-green, shag-carpeted living room. It was ornate, as all things pertaining to godishness must be, and it was huge. The bible weighed fifteen pounds and measured about one foot by two feet. Had it been hollow, it could have housed a family of mice, a newborn goat, and the baby Jesus, all together, quite comfortably.1

  The cover of the book was richly textured faux leather and the script of the title, which read, The Holy Bible, was shiny faux gold leaf. Celestially large and lavishly ornate, the book had a gravitational attraction for me and when I grew tall enough to reach it, and strong enough to pry open the cover, I would often do so in order to behold the gloriously dramatic painting of an old bearded grandpa clothed in a pristine white billowing robe lounging on a cloud, pointing at something. What was he pointing at? I often wondered. Maybe it was my five-year-old brother across the living room, wearing a silky brown shirt with an enormous collar, his blindingly white towhead bobbing around as he danced to the Bee Gees. That was funny and point-worthy, but bible-grandpa didn’t look amused.

  I never found an answer to that question, but what I did surmise from this painting was a very clear notion of the nature of a place called heaven. Heaven is . . . impeccably ordered; free of chaos; it is clean, without stain; deathless. Deathless. I didn’t really grasp what that meant at the time, but I knew it was important. The chaos and disorder that permeate the fabric of earthly life had not yet touched my reality, but I understood that the illustration was depicting a place very different from the world where I lived. I had gathered ideas of this other, presumably better world everywhere. There was bible-grandpa, movie actors wearing clean white robes, angels glittering like starlight, and for me, there was my grandma, an angel in her own right, with soft white curls like a puff of cloud glued to her head and papery hands that smelled of bleach, who told me I would go to hell or get bitten by a poisonous spider if I didn’t keep my room clean.

  The idea of hell scared me, and my whole family was terrified of spiders, so I noodled quite a bit on this grandma warning. The clean=good=heaven equation sounded reasonable, if inconvenient, to my young self, and though I never adopted it in practice—as I said, I had places to be, things to do, brothers to follow, and no time for tidiness—it did permeate some of my foundational childhood philosophies. As did the inverse equation: dirty=bad=hell. Whenever I was alone and scared, if I closed my eyes I would see a jumbled dirty mess of brown chaos, like a hideous brown shag carpet made of barfed up spiders. And when, at age four, I would find this barfy image in my mind, I could calm myself only by conjuring a cloudy white image of a place called heaven.

  Nowhere, in all of these visions or images of the perfect place I would hopefully go to after I died if I stopped being such a dirty slob, nowhere, was there ever even a speck of dirt.

  Cornville

  There’s plenty of dirt in Cornville. Ergo, Cornville is not heaven. For a flitting moment in time though, it was just shy of paradise. This tiny town in the high desert in northern Arizona was home for Daniel and me, the last home we had before the very idea of home imploded.

  At the time, Cornville consisted of a sprawling rural community and two main city center buildings—the Cornville Mercantile and Vince’s Little Star Italian restaurant. Great restaurant. I can’t speak to the relative greatness of the mercantile, as I have never been in another mercantile, before or since. It had a little bit of everything, from video rentals and propane tanks to potted meat and a four-foot-tall barrel of pickles.

  We had moved to Cornville from Tucson so that I could start my first job out of journalism school at the Verde Independent newspaper, a small news organization based in nearby Cottonwood. It was an exciting moment: the first time I had ever made the decision to move in with another person and the beginning of my career as a journalist. And despite the fact that our new hometown was named Cornville and he didn’t have a job lined up, Daniel was as excited to move to the middle of nowhere as I was.

  We had found an adorable little cabin to live in, with walls of knotty pine and a sleeping porch where we could feel the crisp desert night air and watch the summer thunderstorms blow through.

  Upon getting settled in, we found out just how close to nowhere we were living. There were exactly three things to do in Cornville: mountain biking, eating at Vince’s, and stargazing. Well, four in our particular case; we spent a lot of time searching for my dog, Maggie, each time she tunneled under or climbed over the fence or snuck out the door. The little tramp always had someplace better to be. Where, exactly, I never really found out—she was openly scornful of my attempts to contain her movements and tight-lipped about her vagabonding.

  Cornville sits a dozen or so miles from the nearest towns, Cottonwood and Sedona, neither of which are very large or well lit, so the night skies outside our house were spectacular. Daniel’s mom had given him a telescope prior to our moving there, and almost every night he would take it outside and get acquainted with the universe. Generally, while he was doing that, I was getting acquainted with the backside of my eyelids. I was, in that era, an epic napper. I spent most of my free time stuffed inside my head, preoccupied by some existential malaise, which I had contracted a few years earlier from a mutant strain of thinking I encountered in college. The resulting sluggishness dragged on for years intermittently as the meaning-seeking bug worked its way through my system. It was exhausting, so I slept. And slept. And slept. It took me fifteen years and a twisted knife in my back to realize what Daniel seemed to know instinctively, that any meaning that need be found in this world is right there in the arms of Orion.

  If I believed in regret, one of my biggest in life would be covering my head with my pillow and sinking farther into the couch when Daniel threw open the Cornville cabin door and yelled, “Come on! I found the Orion nebula!”

  Siriusly

  It wasn’t like I always ignored Daniel’s entreaties. Often I would grumble, wipe the sleep from my eyes, and follow him out into the starlit night. Once awakened by the chill air and endless amphitheater of sky, I would amuse him by misnaming stars, planets, constellations, our future progeny, and anything else I could think of.

  “Mars!” I’d announce.

  “What makes you say that, sweets?”

  “It’s red.”

  “Hmmm . . . Yeah, that’s not Mars.”

  “Could be.”

  “No.”

  “Well, there’s Saturn, I can see the rings.”

  “You can’t see the rings of Saturn with your naked eye!”

  He found this really funny.

  “Yes, I can.”

  “Nooo, you can’t,” he would retort, while laughing the belly laugh he reserved for the most preposterous of ideas. It wasn’t a mocking, sneering laugh, like, “Oh, please, moron, get yourself book-learned.” It was more like, “Oh! You’re delightful, the way you say such nonsense!”

  Like a king being tickled by a court jester with an enormous feather.

  Or like the impression Daniel did of his Sicilian grandmother, Gertie, who would grab Daniel’s chin, shake it gently, and smile at him with love while saying, “Que beeeedo.” Daniel never understood his grandmother but assumed she was shaking his chin and saying, “Ooohhh, you so stooopid.” When he told me this story he would laugh his laugh that made me forget the meaning of the word meaning.

  I loved this laugh and worked constantly to provoke it.

  “Look! There’s Venus,” I’d say smartly, pointing to the brightest thing I could see.

  “No, that’s Sirius, the eye of Canis Major,” he’d correct, still chuckling but shifting into teaching mode.

  “Oh. But it’s so bright, I thought it was a planet.”

  “Looks like it. It’s twice as large as the sun, and twenty-five times more luminous,” Daniel would tell me. “But it’s so much farther away, we can only see it when the sun is down.”

  I’d think on this for a moment, then say, “If we ever have a child, and he’s a boy, we should name him Sirius.”

  Daniel would just look at me, only a faint scrunching of his eyebrows to suggest he was not enamored with the idea.

  I’d nod my head quickly, “Good idea, right?”

  “No.”

  “Why?”

  “Because that’s a terrible name,” he’d say.

  “No, it’s a great name. When he introduced himself to people he could say, ‘Hi, I’m Sirius.’ And they would say, ‘Whaaa?’ and he could say, ‘I’m serious, my name is Sirius.’”

  Daniel would shake his head and say, “Seriously, that’s a ridiculous name. Stop saying it.”

  “Make me.”

  Sigh.

  “Can you think of a better one?” I’d challenge him.

  “How about Sebastian?” Daniel would say, his eye peering into the telescope and out into the universe.

  A sharp twinge of sadness would temper my humor as I followed his gaze to stare into the eternal glimmering dark.

  “Yes,” I’d say. “That is better.”

  Sebastian

  Like many good parents, Sebastian was everything Daniel aspired to be and everything he struggled to overcome. He was intelligent, creative, strong, a success in business, a talented self-taught painter, a lover of music and wine and food, a gifted vocalist. Daniel wanted to make his dad proud, but he also wanted to be free of the need to live his life according to anyone else’s plans or expectations. And shortly after he came into adulthood, as he was grappling with how to mold his life as something distinct but respectful of the life of his dad, he was suddenly faced with a very different quandary—how to envision a lifetime with a silent void where his father’s voice once was.

  Several months before Daniel and I met, Sebastian had died of cancer after a long and painful battle. Deciding to move to Arizona and live with me had been one of the hardest decisions Daniel had ever made—it meant leaving his mom, Barbara, for the first time since his dad’s death.

  During the year we lived in Cornville, Daniel spent countless hours gazing into that beautiful telescope his mom had given him. Occasionally, when I was supposed to be napping, I would look out the wall of windows near my perch on the couch and watch Daniel watching the sky. Often, I imagine, he was looking back in time, sifting through the infinite points of light in the endless darkness, searching for Sebastian.

  Orion

  It’s hard to find anything or hold onto it for very long in a world that’s always changing. Thus the allure of a static, clean, painless place called heaven. Here in the ol’ Milky Way, time is the sworn enemy of stasis. Outside of time, permanence is possible. But within time, all things change eventually. No matter the strength of our vice-grip on the present, it cannot hold. May as well command the sun not to rise or your fingernails not to grow. Impermanence is rock solid; no, more solid than rock.

  Mountains wear down, explode, and crumble. Continents drift. Even constellations shift over time. Not over time as we know it and perceive it, but in their own timeframes the cosmos are as restless as the rest of us. Lucky for us, we exist in a different strata of time and space and we will never witness a major transformation of our beloved night guardians. Cassiopeia will always look like a misshapen “w” sprawling in the sky, the Big Dipper will always seem to us an enormous ladle of soup, and Orion will always be standing beside his faithful dog Canis Major.

  Orion, due to his great distance from Earth, will likely be one of the last constellations to drift beyond recognition for Earthly eyes. It’s a good thing. I’m not sure what we’d do without Orion. For as long as civilization has existed, we have counted on him to be right where he is supposed to be every night, never failing us, never deserting. He is, we can say with great confidence, one of the very few elements in the world we know that will never abandon us.

  _______________

  1Not the freakish alien man-baby Christ child or obese cherubic Jesus in early artistic renditions, who looked like he’d been breastfed Coca-Cola. But a regular infant-sized baby Jesus would have fit just fine. It was the largest bible in the world. My oldest brother assured me the truth of this fact. This brother also confided in me that he, at age six, was one of only five people in the universe who could whistle the Andy Griffith Show’s theme song. A terrible burden for one so young.
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  As a periwinkle dawn shuffles across the sky, sleepy Lake Michigan laps against its shores with halfhearted persistence. The great lake seems distracted from its great-lakeness this August morning, as though it lacks the heart to rise with the sun or tussle with the wind.

  Bill absentmindedly strolls the high water line, making the day’s first footprints in rippled sand. He looks out across the lake toward Chicago, whose skyline floats as a dark amorphous crown on the southwestern horizon.

  I vaguely watch Bill, then the waves at his feet, then the dull dawn light upon the lake. I drop to the sand and sit motionless while my mind spins, laboring to conjure a coherent recollection of how I came to be here, in this place, with this man in front of me.

  We had awakened at Bill’s mom’s house in New Buffalo, Michigan. That much is simple enough. And by noon today we will have reached Ohio, also fairly simple. But then it all begins to unravel, ’til all I have in front of me is a tangled mess of knotted yarn. I grasp a loose end and trace the thread backward in my mind to six months ago and a city half a continent away. The gentle lapping of Michigan’s waves becomes a rustling of gingko leaves and I’m lying on the floor, staring at some white curtains as they dance upon an early spring breeze pouring through the open window of a condo in the Adams Morgan neighborhood of Washington, DC. The tree outside sways and shivers in concert with the wind and curtains. I watch the scene impassively. I’ve been here for hours, it seems, and hours before, countless times, watching these curtains dance like a ghostly bridal veil caught in a puff of summer air. My mind floats weightlessly with the apparition.

  Daniel and I had debated buying the curtains. He wanted blinds or shutters. I wanted something that would act as partner to sun and wind, not as dictator. I was persistent. I had, in fact, imagined them on a day exactly like today, when, weary of winter, I could watch spring blow in, accompanied by a premonition of summer, a light melody of leaves and an interpretive curtain dance. Only, I hadn’t imagined any of the rest of this scene. Not the empty apartment. Not the bags of Daniel’s clothes sitting by the door.

  Not the tourniquet that binds me, pinning me to this floor, freezing the blood within my veins. My brain, heart, and limbs suffer the deprivation but they hold on, hoping I will find a pulse again.

  Let them wait. The dancing drapes are enough for me now.

  My curtain musings are interrupted by the phone. I let it ring, uninterested in the larger world outside the condo walls. But when I hear the voice on the answering machine, I haul myself off the floor to pick up.

  “How are you?” says Bill when he hears my voice. Bill was Daniel’s best friend, and mine. We spent most spare moments together the three of us, playing cards, hiking, eating, dancing. We had followed each other across the country and back again over the past ten years—with or without intention, we just ended up together.

  “Watching the curtains,” I answer.

  “Hmmm,” he says. “I’ve been staring at my computer screen . . . for maybe half an hour.”

  “Stuck.”

  “Yeah.” He’s quiet for a while, then continues. “We both need to get out of here. Way out.”

  He didn’t elaborate but I knew what he meant. The idea had come up several times over the past year, but this time he really meant it. He worked for a magazine focused on the national park system. Every day he would sit for eight hours at a computer and write about a world of wild places he had never visited, smiling the smiles that are the obligation of office jobs, all while dealing with a personal despair that was too crippling to even express. He would see photos come across his desk, of places like Yosemite, Sequoia, and Great Smoky Mountain national parks, and he had a growing sense that there was a place to be both broken and whole at the same time. He thought we should go out on the road, to all those national parks and wild lands, as many as we could get to in as long as we could manage to stay away. We’d go by car, sleep in a tent, eat cheap noodles and canned beans, whatever it took.

  The idea seemed foreign to me, impossible; and yet inevitable.

  “How?” I asked.

  “We’ll figure it out,” he said. “You need this. You’re not making it here, and neither am I.”

  Memory washes over me as a rogue wave, the remnant violence of a faraway squall that shakes and batters, then spits me out on the Michigan sand, pinning me down, clogging my nose, mouth, lungs with a cold, gritty sludge. I collect myself, consider picking up that tortuous clump of yarn, and going back a little further into the past, but the idea of it renders me immobile. That won’t do. Not today.

  No, the rest is too much. Too much for the beach at dawn. Too much broken apart, corroded by chemicals, fallen away, lost. Need more than a morning, or a month, or a beach, or endless melancholy lake to contain it. Maybe a country will do and a year or more.

  Bill walks over to me and holds out his hand.

  “You ready?” he asks.

  I grab his hand and allow myself to be pulled out of the sand.

  “Yeah, let’s get going.”

  We had walked to the edge of this listless lake to photograph ourselves before commencing a long languid drift across the North American landscape. We’ve come from Washington, DC. This morning we’re in Michigan. Tomorrow we could be, well, almost anywhere.

  Kleenex

  After the photo, we gather the last of our stuff and Maggie the dog and load them into the maroon station wagon we bought for the trip. Our transformation into the Beverly Hillbillies is nearly complete: we have food, bedding, a tent, portable shower, our books, backpacks, clothes, water filter, a stove, computer, and camera gear packed inside or strapped atop the roof of the car.

  Bill’s mom is sure we’ve missed something. . . .

  For a while she watches us pack up, wiping tears away as they fall. Then she disappears into her house momentarily and when she returns to the car, her arms are full of this and that, a mound of random things she has gathered from her cupboards and drawers. In appearance, the items are flashlights, pens, blankets, socks, and snacks. But by intension, they are talismans meant to keep us safe over long distances and in unknown spaces.

  “Do you want this bag of pretzels?” she asks.

  “I don’t like pretzels,” Bill responds, with a slight hint of impatience.

  “How about some juice?”

  “Mom, we don’t have any room.”

  “Oh . . . How about some almonds . . . a pillow . . . this little packet of Kleenex?”

  As she watches us stuff the car, she may be unconsciously cataloging the unannounced visits Death has paid to her family over the past few years and fighting with the urge to lock her twenty-nine-year-old son in the basement, where he would get little light but plenty of warmth and food and shelter from the infinite dangers that loiter this world. But she makes no outward sign of it. She has seen an ashen mask build on Bill’s face over the past years and knows the tangle of pain that holds it there cannot be unraveled in a vault. Light is key. She lets him go.

  And secretly hands me a packet of Kleenex and a bag of almonds.

  Wham!

  In keeping with our vow to avoid interstate highways, we point the station wagon east on US Highway 20. In the 1980s, though we knew nothing of each other then, Bill and I grew up about fifteen miles apart, in the space where Indiana meets Michigan. Locals call it Michiana. My parents had divorced when I was about seven and Bill’s parents split when he was a toddler. He lived with his mom and two older sisters on the Michigan side of the Michiana line, and I with my mom and two older brothers on the Indiana side. We all lived in a world of low pay for single moms and pity parties on the nightly news for latchkey kids like us. Despite the difficulty of those days, the memories aren’t all bad, and I flip through them as Bill drives us past the cornfields, movie theaters, and malls of my youth. I recall the intrigue and alliances of my group of girlfriends in eighth grade, quantifying who is BFF and who is just BF; the staggering heartbreak when my avowed best friend Molly2 showed up to school on Monday wearing a matching neon Wham! T-shirt with another girl in our class, Lisa3; hiding on the bottom of the pool in swim practice to get out of swimming laps; donning hag-wigs and wax teeth with my friend Denise and sauntering as uninvited contestants around the mall beauty pageant. First love and first sex, first adult freedom, joy, and heartache all happened within smellshot of the South Bend ethanol plant and in sight of Notre Dame’s shimmering golden dome.

  Awash in these memories, I recall for a moment: there was a me before Daniel and me.

  _______________

  2a.k.a. “the cheater”

  3a.k.a. “the chisler”
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  Daniel and I met at Bill’s mom’s house in Niles, Michigan . . . sort of.

  At the time, Bill and I were attending graduate school at the University of Arizona. We had been close friends, and briefly more than friends, since we first met while attending neighboring colleges in northern Indiana—he at Notre Dame and I at St. Mary’s. Shortly after beginning graduate school, Bill invited a bunch of undergrad pals back to Notre Dame for a football game. We all met up at an Indian restaurant where we used to gorge ourselves before going out to the bars in college. Ever fashionable, in every sense of the word except how it is normally used, I arrived late. The last available seat was next to a tall guy with eyes like a sunny summer sky and a mop of dark curls springing from his head. He was one of the few people at the table I didn’t know.

  Most everyone ordered the same thing we ordered in college—the vegetarian platter—and most everyone shared this enormous meal with at least one other person. Most everyone except for me and the stranger sitting next to me. Three quarters of the way through the platter my belt started to cut uncomfortably into my belly. Rather than stop eating, I loosened that tiresome belt. A few bites later, rice expanding rapidly, my pants exerted themselves as a tyrannical container that refused to give another millimeter. I cursed and unbuttoned them and continued eating.

  Daniel, who had already swept, mopped, and polished off his vegetarian platter, noticed my adjustments.

  “You should do like I do and just wear pants a size or two larger than you need.”

  I like the cut of this guy’s brain, I thought to myself, eyeing him over, making note of the baggy fit of his shorts. Which also made me notice that he was wearing shorts, in late October, in Indiana. Everyone else had worn pants, sweaters, jackets.

  “You’re not wearing pants,” I declared.

  “I don’t like pants,” he countered.

  Hmmmm.

  “And I’m from Buffalo,” he added.

  “Right,” I said. Odd and adorable. Check and check, two of my favorite qualities.

  And that was that. For the rest of the evening and on into the morning hours, Daniel and I gravitated to each other—like children to an oversized, sparkly bible.

  Sometime past midnight, at a bar called Club 23, we were dancing, drinking, and singing when some dude took off all his clothes, jumped up on a table, and commenced a free-swinging dong-dance that was tragically stopped short by the hard hand of gravity. The table tipped, toppled over, and splayed the entertainment out in an unladylike fashion on the bar floor, wet, sticky, and filthy with decades of clumsy-drunk college-kid detritus. He wasn’t down for long. Gotta dance! But by the time he clambered up and started gyrating again, management had taken him by the arm and escorted him out the door. No one bothered to toss his clothes out to him.

  “And I thought shorts made for chilly attire,” I commented to Daniel, then leaned my head against his shoulder and continued singing/shouting.

  “Oh what a night! . . . late September back in dadada! What a lady, what a night!”

  “Hey!” Daniel said, grabbing my arms and looking into my cross-eyed, drunk face. “We’ve met before.”

  I thought to myself, you don’t need a line, baby, you had me at “get your pants a size too large!”

  But I was looking to impress this guy, so I said, “Huh!?”

  “You went to the Blues Traveler concert, senior year?”

  “Yeah?”

  “I had come from Buffalo to see the concert with Bill.”

  I was disinclined to say I didn’t remember but I didn’t remember. Binge drinking was kind of my social signature in college and it had its downsides.

  “We were at the concert, all standing,” Daniel said. “And you were walking on the folding chairs behind our row, leaning over and giving everyone noogies.”

  Sounds like me . . .

  “You tried to give me one but I leaned out of the way. After the concert, we all came to this exact bar, were dancing, maybe even to this exact song, and you leaned your head against my shoulder, just like you did just now!”

  As he grinned down at me, it all started coming back. I remembered a boy I had wanted to follow around that night but a good friend of mine was visiting from out of town. I didn’t want to lose time with my friend but the man who had escaped my noogie had intrigued me, so every once in a while I would wander off toward Daniel and dance in his vicinity. I had forgotten all about it, had never heard from, or of, him since. I didn’t even know his name. And two years had passed.

  I looked at Daniel in disbelief, smiling at the strange truth of it, and we went on dancing.

  This was a beginning.

  What followed did not come without conflict. Bill and I had stopped dating not long before. I still had strong feelings for him and in fact had almost not come that weekend because of it. Bill was dating someone new, and though months had passed, I was not yet able to put my feelings aside. But something changed the moment I sat down across from Daniel at the Indian restaurant, and all throughout that weekend, life took a seismic turn.

  Late at night, while everyone else was asleep on the floor of Bill’s mom’s house, Daniel and I sat among a dozen sleeping bodies and talked.

  On the second night, having grown to trust me in a short time, Daniel told me the story of his hero, Tony Robbins.

  “Who’s that?”

  “What?! You don’t know who Tony Robbins is? He’s only the greatest motivational speaker who ever lived!”

  “I don’t watch much TV,” I said.

  “Well you should, Tony Robbins could change your life.”

  “Yeah?”

  “He has changed my life,” Daniel said. “Well, he’s changing it anyway.”

  “Oh?”

  “Yes. He teaches you how to put mind over matter. He can actually walk on fire!”

  “No!” I said. “No way.”

  “Yes, he can sleep on a bed of knives! And he has a program that can help you do it too.”

  “Wow, I could really use that,” I said and began thinking of all the applications for this particular skill.

  I asked Daniel, “So, can you?”

  “Can I what?”

  “Fall asleep on knives?”

  “Noooo . . . no. I’m not Tony Robbins . . . not yet! But I’m working on it.”

  “Yeah?”

  “Mmmmhmmm. I’m working my way up to knives. I started sleeping on a bed of steel wool.”

  “Wow.”

  “Soon I’m going to make a bed of straight pins . . .”

  “Ooooh. Ouch . . .”

  “. . . laying flat, you know, not with the pointy side up. . ..”

  “. . . oh . . . but still, sounds uncomfortable.”

  “Yeah. Eventually I’ll turn them point side up.”

  “Sure.”

  When the sun came up, everyone else was still asleep and we walked out to the St. Joe River, which meandered along the edge of Bill’s mom’s yard. For a while we sat and watched the water roll on by. Then, in the morning quiet, Daniel told me about his dad’s illness and death earlier that year. Tears rolled down his cheeks. I reached for him and for the first time of many to come, I held him and the cavernous sadness that lived inside him and time stopped for a while.

  When the others awoke, we headed back inside and ate breakfast with the rest of the group, as if nothing had changed since the night before. When time came for me to leave for the airport later that morning, I hugged Daniel goodbye. I was heading far west to Arizona, he to the east and New York. We didn’t make plans to talk anytime soon.

  A few days later, on his birthday, Daniel called. We talked for half an hour and before I hung up the phone he said, “See you soon.” I’m the queen of saying the wrong thing at the wrong time,4 so I didn’t think anything of it.

  Two days later I opened my front door in Tucson to find Daniel with a mischievous grin on his face and his white Honda behind him, which he had just driven from Buffalo.

  _______________

  4Person at airport check-in says, “Have a nice trip!” I respond, “You too!” Friend says, “Happy birthday!” I say, “Thanks, you too!”


  4

  In the heart of Indiana Amish country, near Shipshewana, Bill slows down to accommodate the many horse-drawn carriages ambling along the rough shoulder. A thick black canvas is all that protects the passengers from the deafening steel hurtling down the highway past them. The horses have no protection, unless you count the protection from reasonable fear that blinders provide. Buggies quake and horses jitter as semi trucks roar through their lives of deliberate living.

  A basic tenet of the Amish belief system warns against making one’s life too easy. The community avoids cars and electricity in order to outsmart the snare of privilege and ease. What a concept. What could possibly be wrong with unbridled comfort?

  As Bill drives, I stare out the window upon fields of corn and soybeans and imagine finding a place for myself here, a space to sort the pieces my mind cannot contain or order. The bare fact of my life is this: I’m lost. The creamy, vanilla cloud image that soothed me in childhood cannot calm the chaos that has accumulated and condensed and now hovers as a mottled gray cloud that occludes all possible pathways in this labyrinthine life.

  Simplicity is an attractive thought. I construct an image of the Amish Krista. I wear a plain black dress and a meshy white hat over a tight bun—the hairdo gives me a headache but I keep up appearances, happy to resemble the rest of my Amish kin bouncing along in the carriage over a gravel shoulder of Highway 20. Except for one thing. For every speeding driver that veers too close to the shoulder—without even acknowledging that his monster vehicle’s proximity has just made everyone in my family soil their pants—I thrust my body halfway out the window and scream, “Slow down dickwad!”

  An uncomfortable silence pervades the buggy thereafter.

  I try to explain in a voice harsh from righteous epithet:

  “I was just . . . you know . . . that goddamn asshole almost hit us! Right? Right!?”

  Silence. Stares.

  Clearly my search does not end here with the Amish. I will leave them to their imposed-upon peace minus my inevitable imposition. Simplicity in life will remain hostage to fossil fuel mentality and I will remain hostage to my fury.

  Maggie

  Speaking of hostages . . . there is a big-eared furry runt of a dog leaning against the back seat being lulled into drowsiness by the motion of the car.

  Maggie has been with me for five years, longer than any other companion in my adult life. She is like a sister, and she’s seen it all go down.

  Like most siblings, we have some tension in our relationship, but as family, she sticks, no questions asked. So of course there was no question that she would be here with me now. Well, there was one question. She was one of those reasons I absolutely could not drift because I didn’t want to leave her for a year and I didn’t know how I could possibly bring her along. I figured that part out: I just put her and her small amount of baggage in the car and closed the door. It was that simple.

  My other traveling companion took some issue with Maggie’s inclusion. Bill’s basic philosophy on dogs is that they all should be reintroduced into the wild. In the five years he has known the puppy-faced mutt Maggie—an indisputable mutt success story, cutest dog on the planet, cross between a corgi and a dachshund, an adorable, irresistible dorgi—she has not affected the slightest shift in Bill’s theory of radical pet reintroduction. But, when pressed, he agreed that wandering around the country with Maggie would be better than not wandering at all.

  There were stipulations of course: “I’m not ever picking up her poop,” and “We have to put a blanket down to keep her hair and dirt off the car seats,” and “Under no circumstances is she ever, everrrr sleeping in my tent.” (It isn’t just that he’s a fussbudget. He remembers the time Maggie made a night deposit atop my sleeping bag in Daniel’s tent.)

  Maggie, for her part, expressed no concern over Bill’s inclusion on the excursion. She would not care if he took a dump in the tent. She is, in fact, a charter member of the Bill Fan Club. I take no liberties, or indeed pleasure, in describing Maggie’s life priorities in this order: 1. Obtaining a lifetime supply of bacon and expensive cheese, 2. Catching a chipmunk, and 3. Winning Bill’s affection.5

  So there she sits on an old blanket covering the back seat, leaning dopily against the door, unencumbered by all the hard memories of the life we’ve shared together and with Daniel. She’s fighting off highway hypnosis like a champ, her head jerking upright every time she realizes that she is starting to fall asleep. She looks around to see if anyone’s noticed her nodding off.

  Unfortunately for her, Bill has noticed.

  “Look at Maggie!” he says, giggling and pointing at her flailing attempts to stay awake.

  Dirt

  Bill and I rouse Maggie in Pennsylvania’s Allegheny National Forest and the three of us set out on a trail that leads to the Tidioute Lookout. The path splits in two directions: one leads to a vista of the Allegheny River, the other to a view of the town Tidioute. Both are shrouded and muffled in a misty silence. But above the town, voices echo up the hundreds of feet to the overlook, voices without face or physical form. The only sight to pin them to is the fog-fuzzy town, silhouetted rooftops poking through cottony ether.

  “Tommy!” an irritated mom-voice echoes through the mist.

  “What!” comes the equally annoyed young response.

  “Get in here!”

  Then fog-silence settles upon the tree-framed town.

  At dawn we wake in the company of trees, and rise to stretch our tent-cramped legs on an Allegheny trail that winds through a stand of old growth forest. On a bridge over a narrow stream, mist lingers over spider webs woven in glistening light streaming through the forest canopy. In this island of life, spared the saw that felled almost the entirety of the eastern forests of the United States, the largest of the old are white pine, hemlock, and beech. In the deep moldering matter at the foot of their trunks and the flesh of their fallen family, are unimaginable fungi life forms, fed by the perpetual death of the forest: mushrooms growing out of downed trees like icing out of a woody wedding cake in layer after layer of creamy white chocolate fungus. You can feel the old breath of time here, in deep shadows that build beneath aged trees a sheltering canopy of connection with something enduring, almost eternal.

  No . . . not almost . . . exactly eternal. Dirt is both aged and new: the product of cosmic processes that began as far back as the Big Bang and forever regenerating as creatures live and die and merge with the dust of a fourteen-billion-year-old explosion. Dirt is eternal. And in this forest I begin to understand the fatal flaw of the clean=good=heaven formula. This forest is full of filth and chaos and death, and it is also the very essence of life.

  In the old growth forest floor is the consummation of life and death—a misty, moldy cradle of decay that nurtures the future with the decomposition of the past. From the pungent black earthen crypt on the forest floor grows an Indian pipe, bowing a delicate frosty-white bell head to the bittersweet cake of soil that reared it—ice sculptures melting in the rising day, as delicate and improbable, as ephemeral as life. If I stood here a few more hours, I could watch it transform from the bloom of birth into withering decay, one intense burst of perfect infancy, exquisite beauty, decrepit old age, and oblivion in a blink of time.

  Well, not really oblivion. The Indian pipe’s disappearance would be better described as a dramatic change of state. This plant takes energy from fungus in the soil to grow into one of the most unusual plants on the forest floor, seemingly constructed of frosted glass. But it soon withers to black and is consumed by the forest, becoming energy for insects and other creatures, as well as nourishment for the forest itself. It becomes dirt. And from dirt will transform into fragments of a thousand different creatures over eternity.

  The Architect of Yes!

  The morning hike has primed us for a prolonged escape from the car. Anxious to gain some distance from asphalt, we find a trail, stuff our backpacks, and begin a five-mile hike to the Allegheny Reservoir. Maggie falls immediately into ecstasy, as these woods are brimming with her favorite mammal—the chipmunk. Bill and I hike, each in our own universe of trees and birdsong; we exhale the stuffy air of the car and inhale the rich, cool breath of the forest. When we arrive at the reservoir, I sit to rest my grumbling bones and write. Bill works on dinner.

  I am absorbed in documenting the details of the day when suddenly I hear a yelp! Expecting to see Maggie overrun by a horde of vengeful chipmunks, instead I see Bill spastically slapping his own face and beating on his arms.

  “What are you doing?” I ask, rhetorically. I’ve seen this erratic behavior of Bill’s before.

  “Goddammit! Goddammit! I did it again!”

  He set himself on fire while trying to light the camp stove. As often happens, a huge flame burst from the stove when he opened the valve on the white gas. Bill jerked his head and chest back to avoid serious damage, but the flame singed his eyebrows and arm hair into smelly brown hairballs. I know several people who have this same backpacker’s stove and none of them have ever set themselves aflame. For Bill, it happens every time he uses the stove—and it never ceases to enrage him. And, almost unavoidably, it sets off a chain reaction of mishaps. So I stay alert for what he will do next.

  “Aghhh . . . Gooodddddd . . . Aghh!”

  He has stepped backward into our pan of water, the very last quart which we had set aside to make dinner.

  He kicks at the now-empty pan, which emits a pained metallic twang! every time he strikes it. After a few hard blows he stops, hangs his head, stands frozen with his hands on his hips, and takes a few deep breaths to compose himself. One . . . two . . . three. He gathers himself and the battered pan and trudges down to the lake to filter more water so he can give dinner another try.

  I consider him, wrestling with his temper and a temperamental water filter. He is both colossal and minute, granite hard and fragile as a hatchling bird, bald and wrinkled and guileless. He is what has kept me here.

  Many nights, standing alone at the center of a bridge a hundred feet from the ground below or gazing out the open third floor window of my apartment, it was his sad face I saw. I could not cast further anguish upon it; I couldn’t. No amount of pain would absolve the remorse that would shadow me through the dark quiet of death and any afterlife I might stumble upon.

  You simply can’t abandon your best friend.

  Ten years ago in college, when I saw him for the first time, Bill was the architect of yes!, the embodiment of youth and life, dancing naked around the fire, the last to go to sleep, and the first to get up and construct some elaborate plan for the day. This was one of the reasons he and Daniel were such good friends. Whatever adventure or idea either of them thought up, the other would invariably find both brilliant and doable. Anything was possible.

  “Week-long canoe trip in the Algonquin wilderness?”

  “Sure!”

  “We’ve never canoed before . . .”

  “We don’t even know which end of the canoe is which!”

  “Sooo . . . when do we leave?”

  There was no adventure too small and no obstacle too great. This was the way they worked. Invincible, undaunted, immortal.

  Some lessons in life come too soon. And Bill has aged a lifetime in little more than a year. Today he struggles to muster enough energy to fill a second pan of water. I wonder as I watch him, can either of us ever really heal?

  But he brought me this far and I know that boy is still alive inside of him somewhere.

  I watch him kneel by the waterside and grumble as speedboats and pontoons dash a short-lived silence that had blanketed the reservoir. They dock near our camp, unloading a dozen people with coolers full of beer, forty-pound camp stoves, half a ground-up cow, and amazingly, an enormous green inflatable easy chair. I wait for the inflatable TV . . . no? Don’t have that? What a shame. Disheartened by the noise and plastic furniture after hiking in search of some stillness, I’ve decided I’ll head to bed early and reconsider my bid for acceptance by the Amish.

  Dog Victory #1

  I commence setting up the tent. We have only brought one tent on the trip in the interest of saving space in the car, weight on backpacking trips, and time setting up camp each night. There is one problem with this situation. Bill reveres his tent as a demigod. He tutors me on proper setup, take-down, and usage, and narrows his eyebrows if Maggie so much as looks toward the unzippered door. I’m assuming time will quell his tent anxiety, but for the time being, it causes some mild tension.

  With the tent readied and inspected by Bill, I lie down for the night with Maggie snuggled on her blanket just outside, but not touching, the tent door. Sleep comes easily but somewhere deep in the night, Maggie awakens me with a continuous low growl from outside the tent.

  “It’s okay, Maggie . . . okay . . . go back to sleep now,” I mumble wearily with little hope my disingenuous cooing will quiet her. She’s exceptionally stubborn. I consider the option of ignoring her and try to fall back to sleep.

  “Grrrrrrumble. Grrrrrrrrruuuuuumble. Gggrrrrrumble . . .”

  I’ve known Maggie for most of her life and have never heard her make this particular noise. It sounds as if she is disgruntled by an intrusion on her territory but too scared of the intruder to audibly protest.

  Though barely twenty pounds, Maggie’s general approach to life is a no-fear, take-no-prisoners mentality. To my knowledge, she has only one mortal enemy that provokes a visible fear reaction in her. I am, however, reasonably certain that there are no marble lion sculptures in the Allegheny National Forest. I begin to worry. What could this new dog-nemesis be?

  Sitting up, I hear leaves crackling and sticks snapping. Something uncomfortably near and unquestionably large is prowling about. I hold my breath and listen while formulating theories about the source of the noise:

  Threat Theory 1. It is a drunk motorboat camper who has mistaken our tent for an inflatable toilet.

  Threat Theory 2. It is a hatchet-toting serial killer on the prowl.

  Threat Theory 3. Bear!

  I immediately dismiss the first two options, knowing Maggie would not fear a threat of the human variety. Meanwhile, Maggie continues to growl despite my halfhearted assurances as to our safety. I open the tent door. Pitiful. The dog is crouching at the tent threshold, quaking. After checking to make sure Bill is still asleep, I bring Maggie inside and set her on my sleeping bag. While trying to calm her, I grow increasingly alarmed myself. My mind homes in on Threat Theory 3, BEAR!, and the phrase “we’re sitting ducks!” begins to overwhelm my reason. Certainly the creature has been licking potato chip crumbs and burger grease off the faces of our neighbors and has now come to see what we have to offer. What if it doesn’t like Lipton Noodles & Sauce?!

  I touch Bill’s leg and try to wake him. Not surprisingly, he doesn’t stir.

  When Bill sleeps, his mind retreats to some unreachable planet. He could have an industrial fire alarm implanted in his ear and still not be easily roused. I can sleep that deeply for about ten minutes a night; for the other eight hours, plant respiration can wake me.

  After a few more minutes and many more sticks snapped and leaves crushed around us, I shake Bill’s leg harder and harder until he wakes. He immediately spots Maggie on my lap, narrows his eyes at me and says, “What the . . . !”

  But then he hears the prowler, sits up, and in a few moments we are both frozen quiet, listening for information as to what is lurking outside our tent, surely ready to eat us quite painfully.

  “I’ll go out and see what it is,” Bill offers.

  “No,” I protest, “what if it’s a bear?”

  “I’ll stay right by the tent.”

  Oh. That’s comforting.

  He puts his headlamp on and steps out into the vestibule, shining the dim light around the tent. I watch through the blue nylon walls as the beam of light bounces around, darting here and there in search of the persistent noise.

  “I can’t see anything,” Bill says.

  In the dark moonless hour we wait, motionless, listening, expectant. What would we do if attacked? I, for one, would scream and ball up in my sleeping bag. I expect more from Bill.

  Thankfully, the worst-case scenario does not play out. The noise begins to subside from a snapping/crunching to a distant rustling and eventually fades to silence.

  When it seems clear our prowler has departed, I courageously poke my head out of the tent and say, “You know Maggie won’t be able to stay quiet out there.”

  Bill looks down at me and then at Maggie, who is now sitting on his beloved sleeping bag, still shaking and ever-so-softly growling. Bill shakes his head slowly, sighs, and says with exhausted acquiescence, “I didn’t figure it would last long.”

  He steps back into the tent and sits down, nudging the dog over so he can get his feet into his sleeping bag. I close the fly and lie back down, feeling calmer, figuring if it was a bear, even if it returns, there is nothing we can do one way or another. Bill stays sitting up for a while longer, listening and shining the light out onto the formless night.

  As I fall off to sleep, I realize there will be many such encounters on this journey. Humanity’s obsessive containment and control of nature, built over thousands of years, have made it possible for people to live a lifetime without ever stepping foot onto wild lands. Lessons of the wilderness from which we evolved have become almost entirely lost to modern human culture. I wonder as I drift toward unconsciousness, can I become accustomed to an environment not dominated by human devices?

  Evangola

  Despite the night’s restlessness, we wake at 5:30 a.m. to the sound of owls in lively conversation and a ponderous moon gazing into the glassy Allegheny Reservoir. The moist hush of the woodland morning has yet to be disturbed by boaters, who remain moored in dreams of inflatable plastic lakes.

  In the early darkness we depart and trek the five miles remaining on our hike through the sleepy woodlands of the Allegheny National Forest.

  When we reach the car and jettison our backpacks, an edifying puff of air reminds Bill and me of the long days and miles that have passed since we last showered in Michigan. It’s an unfortunate fact, whether you are hiking or driving, that miles traveled correlate directly to the degree of stank your body carries.

  “What we need is a lake,” Bill declares.

  We scan the atlas for options and find Evangola State Park on Lake Erie, about twenty minutes south of Buffalo, New York.

  Upon our arrival at Evangola, anticipation begins to fizzle. The parking lot for the beach is crowded and huge; the beach, a solid blanket of human bodies. I am immediately skeptical about this locale fitting into our aesthetic for this trip. We’re looking for Yosemite and Yellowstone, and avoiding Disneyworld and Dollywood. Admittedly, Evangola is not Vegas, but neither is it the Everglades. It lies somewhere in the middle and seems to strive for the best of both worlds, while achieving the worst. But, we are in the East; our choices are few. And Bill is insistent.

  “Come onnnnn!” he says as he heads toward the water.

  I come onnnnn, recognizing the fact that I am truly too ripe to turn back. We meander through a lawn jammed with picnickers, partiers, and a priest leading his casual, tone-deaf flock in a round of “Then sings my soul, my savior god to thee-ee-ee.”

  I stand in a long line outside the bathroom, willing my ears to block out the discordant tuneage and sighing indiscriminately as I wait with the other sheep, sweating and rolling my eyes, perhaps talking to myself. After I don my suit, I emerge into a horror film from the 1950s—the beach has been overrun by a swarm of hundreds of small screaming Homo sapiens. In the water, they have been herded into a sort of swimming corral, which is fine, good idea to keep ’em contained, but all other access to the water is cut off. The lake is roped so that the only legal place to take a dip is a twenty by twenty yard square of Marcos and Polos, splashing wildly and indiscriminately and howling like they’ve just been released from solitary confinement at the federal pen. I watch Bill jump in with gleeful abandon and return to my sighing.

  “I’m not going in there!” I yell to Bill.

  “Okay!” he responds and plunges underwater.

  I walk Maggie down the beach (she isn’t allowed in the sapien area) where I see and smell a littering of dead fish like a post-industrial plague upon Erie’s eastern shore. My mood has already reached a pinnacle of pissy but this nudges me toward a deeper sense of sad.

  This Great Lake was declared ecologically dead in the 1960s. Human industry had dumped on the lake for years without giving it a thought until Erie’s waters were a barren mess of heavy metals and invasive algae. Erie’s death was so well-known that it made it into the line of a Dr. Seuss book, The Lorax.

  You’re glumping the pond where the Humming-Fish hummed!

  No more can they hum, for their gills are all gummed.

  So I’m sending them off. Oh their future is dreary . . .

  I hear things are just as bad up in Lake Erie.

  The United States and Canada signed an agreement in 1972 that required a reduction of pollutants entering the lake, and things have improved since—native plants are actually growing in parts of the lake. But the New York Department of Health continues to issue health advisory alerts about the number of fish people should eat from Lake Erie. Last time I checked, people were supposed to consume at most one fish per week, and women of childbearing age and children were instructed to eat no more than one a month. This surreal state of affairs knits my stomach in a sad-angry tangle of knots.
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