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INTRODUCTION


WHAT MAKES A TEXAN? The idea has been explored exhaustively; to even ask the question implies a cultural self-awareness that is perhaps prideful and parochial. I’m not old yet, but my grandmothers, born in 1898 and 1906, are starting to get near the territory of old—123 and 115 years old this spring and summer, were they still alive.


They have not been gone all that long.


The conversations and stories they shared with me when I was a child, about the old days, and the stories that old people had shared with them when my grandmothers were young children. . . . Well, you get the picture.


Would they have said that Texas had changed in their own lifetime? Surely. Might they have said there was no more Texas? I do not think so. And yet here I am, musing that this may be the case.


Things don’t go away, right? They just . . . change.


Maybe this questioning has to do with my exile: Utah, Arkansas, Mississippi, and finally—an uphill version of the angle of repose—Montana. For the last thirty-four years, I’ve lived in a tiny valley in Montana, as far from the Texas border country as I could get: the Canadian border.


I chose a place where there was more space and, in the bounty of public land, fewer boundaries and fences. As if I had been told, as a child, such places existed.


I left when I was eighteen. Did I leave? If I keep coming back, it can’t be said that I have left, can it? Only that I have expanded the arc and loop of my orbit. Now maybe I’m 97 percent Montana, 3 percent Texas, at the surface, but within, I still carry fiercely those same elements I was born with. Through the decades, and tens of thousands of miles of crawling through the jungled forests, breathing the fire smoke, drinking the lake and creek water, eating the elk, and sleeping beneath the net of Montana’s particular stars has transformed me—but still, within me, there remain crystals of where I came from, and that which will be in me always.


I remember when I first moved to Montana. I was caretaking a drafty, cavernous hunting lodge with no heat source save for the giant stone fireplace downstairs, large enough in which to roast a pig, which I regret now I never did. (My deer-hunting grandfather, an inveterate eater of pork, used to say “I never see a pig, I don’t tip my hat.”) The only place I could find warmth during the long winters was in the greenhouse, where the overhead plastic sheeting gathered what wan gray winter light sifted down from the scudding, bruise-colored clouds that enveloped the valley from November until March, siftings of dull light wiggling in cartoon fashion through the opaque roof and falling upon the wilted, brittle- stick skeletons of tomato plants and the black soil. It wasn’t warmth, but it was something, and I breathed it: the ghost of hope, the echo of life.


There was a tiny barrel stove at the end of it and a rickety table that shook whenever I got to writing too fast. A stove lid was cut into the top of the barrel and when the splints of pine kindling I shoved into this tiny furnace burned hottest, there was a great roar from within, and the little lid rattled almost musically; and with my gloved hand (rag wool, but with the fingers cut off so I could hold the pen), I would write as fast as I could, as if trying to keep up with the tempo of warmth. Remembering Texas, and Mississippi, where I lived for some years after college—but not missing it.


There were many mornings I had to warm the pen on the stove before the ink would come out.


The fire burned at different tempos; I didn’t always keep it roaring. The greenhouse warmed slowly—a giant clock-faced analog thermometer pegged 40, then 45 degrees, each morning, no matter the subzero depths outside—and as the inferno quieted to a more sustained murmuring, I found that so too was my glide down into the dreamland of my story facilitated by the acoustics of warmth, and of survival.


The year was 1987, then ’88, then ’89. It occurs to me that one of the more fascinating characteristics of history is how sometimes one doesn’t recognize it as history. It was the time of the timber wars in Montana, in which I was actively engaged, but I didn’t recognize it as a historical period; to me, it was just life. Each morning, before my activism, I leaned into story-writing, and for a little while, I forgot about much else.


There are of course exceptions to one’s lack of awareness regarding the intrusions of history. In Houston, my mother coming in my room at 6509 Neff Street (where in my closet I stabled imaginary Pegasus) and telling me the president had been shot. The first time I ever saw her cry. Until then, I did not know adults could do that.


The Gore v. Bush recount; I was home for that one too. Visiting the state capitol in Austin, a Texas hill country pink granite perfect replica of the nation’s capitol, for a book festival, I walked hand in hand with my daughters, past protestors who were chanting, What do we want? Democracy! When do we want it? Now!—a catchy singsong tune that stayed with the girls for years afterward.


Stories, like lives, can and do change as they travel through the world, seeking a fit, adapting and metamorphosing. For better or worse, the sagas and stories of our childhood form us. As adults, it’s how we modify not just ourselves but the stories that matters most. The Alamo is within me from childhood, the narrative of a small band making a stand against an outsized opponent, with everything at stake. The tale resonated with the child I was—and, even today, is, I suspect, the unsolicited source of a certain element of fiest. Later, I would come to see the ballad of the Alamo for what it was: the territorial imperative of renegade drifters, some outlaws, scofflaws, brokenhearted and antisocial. New folks drifted into territory already occupied, declared it their own, displaced and/or killed the previous residents. In some cultures this is called war; in others, legend, or heroism, or valor. I was recently repulsed to hear in the 2019 State of the Union, the then–chief executive, praise with such effusion and at such length the heroes of the Alamo—clearly trolling for electoral votes and appealing to the militia/antigovernment “Don’t Tread on Me” violence- fueled base that was his rabid constituency—and in his next breath further glorifying a culture of guns and gun violence by adding to his pantheon of American heroes Wyatt Earp, Davy Crockett, and Annie Oakley, with the only commonality among them being their renown with pistols and/or rifles.


It is my Texas parochialism, in me since childhood, that tells him to keep his sorry New York developer-ass out of the Lone Star state. To rephrase Lyle Lovett, That’s right, you’re not from Texas, but Texas doesn’t want you anyway.


Those Alamo days presaged by some 150 years my own westward drift, just as had one of my progenitors, Austin Gore Lowry, set out into the world on his own drift west from Tennessee to Texas. (Sitting by a smudgy fire in November, or December, or January—the chilliest months in Tennessee—did he, could he, ever imagine a descendant of his ever walking quietly through the old forests and snowy mountains amid the immense pawprints of grizzly bears, and serenaded by wolves, walking in a land that had no name yet, or rather, no name or country known yet to European Americans?)


It seems beyond our species’ capability to imagine so many generations into the future. Certainly, I have no ability to imagine a grandchild, a great-grandchild, a great-great-grandchild. Such visioning seems as distant as, or more distant than, the firmament of our imagination.


And yet, I look back at these essays from a place in time—Texas, and my life—and realize this is not unlike what writers seek to do. We choose and select that which we wish to send forward into the reservoir of time. We select that which has beauty, rather than hoarding it in the vault of our brainpan, to vanish. Instead, we send it forward. We still cannot see who will receive it, but we send it to them, trusting it will find those with whom it will resonate—perhaps influencing their lives, shaping or reinforcing their aesthetics and values, which is to say, nurturing their character, which is to say, participating in their destiny.


That which one searches for is seeking the searcher, too.
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As a geologist, I understand that borders are always a permeable membrane. They come and go; things change, borders contract and compress like a living entity, an organism unto itself. History breathes, wanders, moves. It is the oldest and yet most shocking truth: nothing stays the same.


No ideas but in things, wrote William Carlos Williams. Antlers, fire, stone, water, books, music, family. Which is more beautiful: the pink granite boulders of the hill country, recent extrusions from a passionate, ancient past, or the even more recent detritus of their disintegration spreading across the land in a deltaic splay of pink, with the formerly isolated crystals now released from their matrix—feldspar, zinc, mica, pyrite—but still with us, always with us?


There is no veil.
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I want to return to this theme of metamorphosis. Concurrent with this discussion are the two governing components of our existence: space and time. My father, in his geophysical subsurface explorations, has traveled the world over countless times and followed the relatively slow speed of sound waves of energy across billions of years. At the other end of the country, I wander one particular mountain range, up and down only a few thousand feet each day, in only one point in time, a day: so finite a unit that for all intents it can be said to be invisible, nonexistent.


My father has always had the worldview that the universe is balanced and just-right—that for everything that is given, something is taken away. This is an old belief, observed by Indigenous people around the world.


My own ethos, that no work is ever wasted, is in parallel with my father’s. Both acknowledge that our world—whether in Montana or Texas—is a closed and finite system, with all that ever was or will be, contained within.


One of the formative ideas from my youth was taken as an article of faith from Walter Prescott Webb’s The Great Plains. Cribbing from John Wesley Powell, Webb agreed that much of the history of the American West was and forever will be shaped by the presence or absence of water.


Other childhood stories: the aforementioned and magnificently scored (Dimitri Tiomkin) The Alamo.


Later, in Texas, how could poets such as Naomi Nye and novelists such as Sandra Cisneros and Sarah Bird, nonfiction writers like Willie Morris and Diane Wilson (talk about fiest!), or filmmakers like Wes Anderson, actors like Luke and Owen Wilson, photographers like Keith Carter, not emerge, when the pressure of so much sameness was being applied, pressing down on all?


There was never sameness. There was disproportion, but there was never sameness.
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Another of the myths of my growing up in Texas was the story of excess—that Texas was a land of unlimited bounty is another narrative I have seen deconstructed by time. And even nestled amid that dominant myth, there was an inextinguishable characteristic of Texas that I noticed, and which resonated with me: its duality. It almost always was one thing, but it was also almost always that thing’s opposite. It was a land of milk and honey but was also “hell on horses and women.” All true. It was Old South, even East, and yet it was pioneer West. It was both. It was all.


[image: image]


I would be remiss in exploring, curating, my Texan-ness, if I did not mention Kirby, my best friend from high school and, to this day, a collaborator in pushing and challenging boundaries.


Little things add up to make a life. When Kirby and I saw a neglected horse or horses standing out in a pasture, we sometimes slipped between the strands of the barbed-wire fence and went up to them, grabbed their manes, and wriggled our way up onto them; rode them bareback, often galloping some distance before being pitched, though other times not. These were never carefully tended horses but instead woolly, burr-matted, long-ignored stock, the knock-kneed and spavined left to fend for themselves in weedy scrubland that was one of the many signatures of the creeping poverty of inattention.


We fed them carrots—we almost always carried a bag for this purpose—or fistfuls of grass or twists of weeds ripped from the other side of the gnawed-bare pastures, just beyond the horses’ reach.


We were adolescents, not unlike children in a zoo. The world was a zoo, and up to that point, Texas was our world. We were not great respecters of authority. We climbed over the walls at football stadiums and played catch on the Astroturf in moonlight. We drove my father’s Jeep and, later, Kirby’s old Mercury, out into muddy, soupy fields—overlanding, we called it—as far as we could reach without bogging down, for no good reason other than to see if we could reach the other side; and when we did not, we called my father to come pull us out with a chain or tow rope.


I had a pilot’s license, for God’s sake. We shouldn’t be here, but here we still are. Kirby is a trainer and manager now for a semipro football team in Brenham, the Texas Express. The year I turned sixty, I played tailback and special teams for them. The world is beautiful, the world is strange; it’s just that sometimes the boundaries need adjusting here and there.


[image: image]


Raised on the myth that Texas was a possessor of a pioneer spirit, and that farther, wilder country lay always to the west—that the frontier of Texas had over time migrated now to the west of Texas—I chose to go to college in northern Utah, to Utah State, near the Cache National Forest, not far from the High Uintas Primitive Area.


I’ve been in Montana now for thirty-four years. There are no roads joining this valley, the Yaak, to its sister valley in British Columbia, the Yahk, just across the imaginary dashed line that represents the border. (Though it is not entirely imaginary; the US government sawed a stripe across the mountains, a straight-line gash, an incision visible from space, for no reason other than to delineate the boundary, it seems, to the forest itself.) I wander back and forth from America’s public lands into Canada’s. There are more bears than people in this valley. I like it that way.


I still get back to Texas often—my dad still lives there, in Houston. My youngest brother B.J. and his wife Karen live in Austin; my cousins Randy and Russell and Aunt Lee in Houston. But Montana’s my home. It occurs to me however—and it is no less true for being a bit of a cliché—that I carry Texas with me, as I go back and forth across our northern border.
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Politics: Barbara Jordan, the George Bushes, Jim Hightower, Sam Rayburn, Molly Ivins, LBJ (I love Robert Caro’s biographies), Ann Richards, the Texas Eleven—even a less than careful reader can likely parse my politics. I believe that all art is political, not in the preaching-to-the-choir or rabble-rousing sense, but instead at the most basic level: all art is about selectivity—what to put in, what to leave out—and in choosing, the artist’s tastes and values and sensibilities cannot help but be illuminated and represented. Values are the heartbeat within us, cannot be stilled. The blood knows as does the dreamland of the subconscious. The story’s images and gestures, like the blood within us, know.


Not all art is partisan—I believe the best art is nonpartisan—but all art is political. Speaking one’s voice, whether in quiet insinuation or bold assertion, is these days more of a political act than ever, and no matter whether in fiction or nonfiction. I’ve found as an artist it’s often best even to try to work against my values, as if reverse-engineering—being unafraid to turn one’s villains loose into the story.


The borders of your values will always bind or bound your villains; your sensibilities will be protected within the structure you create. (As old revolutionaries used to claim, the master’s hammer will never be used to tear down the mansion.) If the art has the integrity of craft, the more obstacles you place between you and your truth or values, the more powerful becomes the story’s movement—even if sometimes circuitous—toward your truth. To put it another way, your faith will be tested, and from that, strengthened.


Kirby and I were devoted to the board game Risk, where rolls of the dice delivered one continent after another to the gambler. It was a slow-motion game predicated pretty much on world domination, where a player ended up owning entire countries large and small, and built up tiny plastic armies upon the puzzle piece–fitted outlines of each state, bordered sometimes by mountain ranges, rivers, coasts, or, other times, the relentlessly unimaginative straight edge of a ruler. And then we set about on each other, seeking to capture all our opponents’ armies and nations. It was a splendid game for boys, possessing no real strategy, only a willingness to roll the dice and see what fate delivered. We must have played thousands of games, while our peers were watching Gilligan’s Island, The Beverly Hillbillies, Sanford and Son, All in the Family, and M*A*S*H.


We learned some geography—the Ukraine, Irkutsk, Yakutsk, Madagascar, Chile, Peru, Argentina, Brazil—but even in the dreamland of play, we were following those neural pathways of dispersing, then claiming that which we’d been told was the rarest and most valuable thing: land.
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This is a journalist’s Texas scrapbook, then: a firefighting story, a music pilgrimage, a ramble in Texas’s tiniest public wilderness (one of only five in the entire state). Fishing with my father and uncle on a lake that is partly in Texas and partly in Louisiana; flying around the borders of Texas—usually defined by water, a resource that will vanish in much of the state within our lifetime; hanging out at my parents’ cattle farm down near Goliad; reading the work of Texans before me. A visit to deer camp; a birding jet boat journey into the mouth of the Brazos; a season spent with a semipro football team in Brenham, Texas Express.


The Texas I remember no longer exists. I can write what it used to be like a short time ago, but I cannot parse or identify it now. I can only describe where I live now, trying to hide out from conflict and war, trying to become more peaceable; and in that solitude and peace, working to make beauty.


The tendrils of the DNA helices from my Texas days are still within me. I, and the Montana landscape and culture, am metamorphosing them. The transformation to Montanan is almost complete, and I can never go back—yet I revisit Texas always.


In 1898, while pouring the foundation for the Eastland County courthouse, pranksters thought it great wit to entomb in the cement beneath the cornerstone a horned toad, with nearby Texas Christian University’s mascot being the TCU Fighting Horned Frogs. Fantastic creatures. A lizard, Phrynosoma cornutum, not at all a toad, much less a frog. They resemble dinosaurs, perhaps more than any creature left in the world, with spiny “horns” over their eyes that can shoot blood at predators. They were ours, common as dirt. I never took them for granted, was always thrilled to see one; and yet, they “went away,” according to the colloquialism for extinction, or near-extinction. Likewise, leopard frogs. Likewise, red wolves. Likewise . . .


When contractors tore down the Eastland County courthouse for a rebuild thirty-one years later, cracking open that cornerstone and exhuming Old Rip, he was still alive. A little wizened, but remnant.


We are each born likewise, it occurs to me. I was born between a time of wolves and no wolves. With the red wolves, as well, there was a wandering strand line of their distribution, not dissimilar from the geological sinuosity of rivers altering their courses, or the fringed shorelines of bays and estuaries transgressing and regressing according first to the tides and then to a warming world we did not yet know was warming.


One of my early memories, from the age of five or six, is of the anticipation, each Sunday on the way to church, when my family would pass by “Wolf Corner,” out near the Harris County line, where ranchers still trapped and shot the last red wolves found roaming the Katy Prairie. The wolves’ thick-maned bodies hung draped over barbed wire like desperadoes, or like women’s fine fur coats on a hanger, and I thought I understood even as a child, or perhaps particularly as a child, the fear that must have been roused in the ranchers for them to kill so beautiful an animal.


As I grew older, it became rarer to see such “bounty” posted, until finally one day the last of the wolves “went away,” and then the ranchers went away, and the cattle, too, so that all was as if for naught, save for my weekly memories of the accruing loss; and gone, too, eventually, was even the church.
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What would I place in my own time capsule? A set of steel-wheeled roller skates, a slide rule, a baseball card of the Houston Astros’ Jimmy Wynn, aka The Toy Cannon. Glittery scales from an alligator gar, a bronzed prehistoric top-water fish, six feet long, like a tarpon, that cruised the sluggish bayous back then. I don’t live there anymore and haven’t for a long time, but it’s where I come from.


I’d let the sands and sediments of time flow in and over and around my little museum of the past. Rather than sending the time capsule on a moon launch into the future, or even placing a wave-tossed message in a bottle, I’d bury it, as we tend to do with any treasure.


These essays have for me that time-capsule quality—not particularly or exclusively Texan, though the idea of time capsules does strike me as a sweet echo of the NASA culture of my youth. Even the best writing is never quite the equal of the best living; but neither are the two necessarily oppositional, which, as a young writer, I once feared they might be.


Writing is called art for a reason. It takes great artifice to capture the gestures that seem to breathe a thing into life. I’m asked sometimes if I would be a different writer if I’d grown up somewhere else other than Texas, or if I’d even be a writer at all. Yes to the first question, Maybe not to the second. Perhaps instead I’d be an environmental activist, a football coach, a firefighter, a bird-dog trainer. Maybe I’d be a geologist, a teacher, a wildlife biologist, a hunting guide, a pilot. I do believe the world tries to put all things—ultimately—where they most desire to be.


Staying there is another matter. Whirl is indeed king.
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I was fortunate to grow up in a household that valued education, my mother teaching and then working with Cub Scouts as—how quaint yet wonderful the phrasing—a den mother. I was fortunate to receive a public education before being released into the mountains to continue my lessons at a state university, Utah State. I was fortunate both my parents valued reading and storytelling and above all encouraged time spent out-of-doors, not in structured form, nor even in a let’s-visit-a national-park way. (Texas’s paucity with regard to public land may yet prove to be our Achilles’ heel to the whole experiment—for if there is no pride of ownership, how can we all really pull together for the preservation of a nature we’ve never known?)


I was fortunate to be insinuated into the earth between formal wars, after WWII and Korea but before Vietnam—though as is so often the case in these matters, there were other wars building, in which the shooting and other violence was not yet being acknowledged—and with the greatest war, the revolt of the earth against our very presence on it, and our treatment of it, being made manifest daily now.


I was fortunate, also, to be able to become, like my mother, a teacher myself. I was fortunate to grow up the son not just of a schoolteacher, but also of a geologist, an earth diver, and to become one myself.


For a long time, you are where you come from, and to be but two generations removed from the Spindletop boom—to grow up in the company of geologists who themselves had grown up in the company of those who’d inhabited those wild times, and to be a child in Houston also during the height of moonshot fever—surely impressed me with certain sensibilities, which, no matter how many hours or days or years I spend gazing out at a serene marsh in Montana, still thrum within me.


In all ways, I was born a fortunate son.





FORTUNATE SON





INTO THE FIRE


I’M RUNNING THROUGH A FIELD with my best friend, a man I went to high school with. We’re on the outskirts of Houston, it’s nighttime, and we can see the fire in the distance. It’s a hay barn at the far end of a field that’s caught fire, and the barn is burning, as are the bales of hay in it, as well as the loose bales out in the field, as is also the field stubble itself. The groves of trees at the back edge of the field are burning, too. My friend, Kirby, is a volunteer fireman now for the little community of Spring, Texas, which is a pretty suburban enclave (not that long ago, woods) nestled amid and among the concrete and chaos of Houston. Kirby is fully dressed in his turnout gear—his firefighting equipment—as am I, in a borrowed suit; I just happened to be hanging out in the station when the call came, and there was an extra set.


We have to run across a golf course, a driving range actually, to get to the fire—another station is already there; we can see the red-and-blue lights—and as we run huffing through the humid night there are little piss-ant golf balls like mushrooms everywhere, which we keep stumbling on. It seems like it’s a mile to that fire and as if the whole western horizon is ablaze. The turnout gear—helmet, big-ass boots, scuba tank, bunker coat, rubber overalls, mongo gloves—feels like it weighs about seventy pounds. It feels like we’ll never get there, or that if we do, we’ll be too tired to fight the fire, and we’ll just have to stand there gasping and sucking air at the edge of the fire, legs and lungs aflame. Probably when we were eighteen we could have just cruised on out there in forty seconds flat, never even breaking a sweat, but twenty years ago we of course would have been more interested in breaking apart order and structure than trying to weave it back together, or keep it from burning down.


Now we are finally drawing closer to the mega-fire. We’re drenched with sweat inside our heavy rubber boots, and we’ve divoted the hell out of that golf course, tromped its sand traps, so that in daylight it will probably look like a herd of wild horses ran through. With the flames’ backlighting we can see the stick figures of other firefighters moving in and through and among the flames, working with shovels and axes and hoses. There’s smoke and steam, and at night like that it looks like an evacuating village, looks primitive and tribal. It seems to be calling us.


There are a lot of firefighters on this one. The barn was a goner a long time ago; the trees are goners, flames searching for the sky, but they have nowhere else to go, nothing else to burn—a city of concrete lies beyond them, with fire hydrants on every corner—and the scent of the burning hay bales and of the burning stubble smells good.


The fire’s been going a pretty good while—maybe an hour, before we received our call to come help close it out. It’s December, nearing Christmas and New Year’s—prime time for firefighters, along with, of course, the Fourth of July and Halloween, all those candles and burning pumpkins!—and what started this fire was probably either someone trying to collect the insurance money, or a homeless person just trying to find a place to hang out and stay warm. Maybe they built a little fire with which to make coffee. Maybe a cigarette fell in the hay. Either of these two explanations is just as likely; or it could have been kids—eighteen years old, perhaps—just out fucking around. In December like this, it was almost certainly a human-caused fire, some errant excess of social imbalance, some fringe unraveling or deterioration, and now the firefighters are here to snip off that excess and snuff it out and smooth it over. It may seem like a cliché, and you may, when the talk turns to firefighters, and especially volunteers, hear the easy stereotype, the armchair assumption of “hero complex” or “boring home life—needs excitement.”


It’s not this way at all. Perhaps for a handful of them it is that way, but far more common I think are the ones who do it for the same reasons that any of us do whatever it is we do, or dream of doing: the act of it achieves a fit and an order with the rhythms and essence within. You run across fields with them, you race around town with them from call to call, and pretty soon you realize it’s just the way they are. You start to view them not as individuals but as a force, summoned and directed by nature, like the fire itself; that in a world with fire, there must also exist a force that desires for fires to be put out—and that further, the two forces desire and require each other.


They love to put out the fires, as does, perhaps, a rainstorm. Plus, when it’s not dangerous, it’s fun. It tips the world a bit sideways—reorders it, makes it new, re-charges it. At this particular fire everyone is sweating like racehorses and walking around ankle deep in smoldering smoke and flames and ashes and coals, some of us wearing masks and helmets, others of us bare-faced for a moment in the night air, breathing good cold air and the sweet odor of dry burning grass. We are pawing at the smoking, burning ground with rakes and shovels, breaking apart the hay bales so they will finish burning and we can go home (they flame brightly, like marshmallows, each time we separate a sheaf of them). And because I do not want to upset the rhythm of things—despite the presence of several units, several stations, they all are more or less familiar with each other, by sight if not name, as would be athletes who trained or competed together, though in this case they have risked their lives together, each time they assemble—I keep my Darth Vader mask on. There must be thirty of us out there, wandering through the night and the flames, each one of us looking to me like any of the others; but they can tell, I know, when I pass near them that I am not of them, and I duck my head and turn my shoulders when I see one of the various captains or commanders, whose job it is in instances like these not to fight the fire hand to hand, but to deploy his or her men and observe, like a hawk from above, the flow of things—the comings and goings. To these men I stand out like the proverbial sore thumb, and though I have permission to be hanging out with Kirby (who is also a captain), I try to steer clear of the men and women who are carrying radios; I try not to interrupt the pulse and rhythm of the thing they have become, in their assemblage, which is a force that is hopefully equal to that of the fire. We hear the phrases “armed forces” and “show of force,” but the way I mean it, force is more elemental than that. I mean it like rain or wind or desire; like gravity or oxygen.


I can feel them scowling after me as I careen away from the ones-with-radios. I strike at the smoldering hay bales, break them apart and rake them flat, soothing order back into the system. I had hoped that in theory everyone would think I was a rookie with another captain’s department, one they had not seen in action yet. But of course it did not work out that way: they could all sense or see that I was different, not of them, as if a deer were trying to walk among a gathering of bears, or a moose through a flock of geese, even at night, and even amid smoke and flame. I was not an element of their force.


Kirby, picking up on the vibes that are gathering around me—the way my presence is confusing and annoying the various captains—escorts me to the perimeter of the fire, to a still-smoldering section of field that has pretty much already been mopped up. There are puddles of water standing here and there. We walk past the incredible sight of two beautiful red-haired women sitting side by side on a bale of hay that is still burning. They are resting, their turnout coats opened to their T-shirts, and as the firelight flickers on their faces—red freckles, copper skin—it seems they could be drinking a cup of coffee and talking about any old thing, rather than resting, grimy and damp, having kicked this fire’s ass—having sewn order back into being.


It inflames the senses. It—firefighting—argues against chaos, even while at the same time celebrating and marveling at our proximity to it. From a distance it just looks like a bunch of men and, increasingly, women, running around trying to react against and defend something. It looks a little ragged, a little mechanical. From the outside, you don’t quite understand that even as you watch the men and women swirl about (dragging hose, swinging ax), a transmutation is occurring; that they are altering themselves from individuals into connected components often equal or superior to the force of the fire itself. You can’t really see or feel the magic unless you are right in with them—as if in, perhaps, the eye of a hurricane. From a distance, to you, it looks as if they are running behind, playing catch-up, and that the fire is in control.


You’d never guess that the opposite is true: that they are in control, and not behind, but in lock-step with it, feeding on its energy; that the fire is the thing that allows them to exist, and as it releases stored energy in the burning, it makes that much more energy available to them for them to bend and shape and alter and turn and compress and redirect.


You need to go right into the center of the fire to see this.


[image: image]


Going into the fire of course is the worst thing in the world you can do, the last thing you should ever consider doing. The absolute best thing civilians can do is to melt and disappear, to draw way back—to become invisible, if possible, and let the two forces sweep in against each other. This is hard to do. We each have in us an innate longing for spectacle and drama, for an arousal of the senses—as wire desires electricity, as wood desires rot or flame—and when the trucks race past, or the smoke billows from the building across the street, we are drawn to it like angels, or moths. We gather, we get in the way, we clog things up. There is something Godlike in the way they hurl themselves at the fire and shut it down cold—something monstrous, too—and wherever they go, people are following behind them, clinging to the charred edges of the event, gawking and getting too close to the hoses and the crumbling, crashing-down walls of things, so that the firefighters can hardly ever concentrate purely on the task at hand, aligning their undiluted force squarely against that of the onrushing fire. Always, it seems, they are anxious to make that leap from humans to godlikes, forgetting about the people behind them—the spectators, the traffic—and hurling themselves instead completely into the matching of the fire’s force. But always, it seems, there is energy that must be expended by them, wasteful energy, patrolling their flanks, and keeping humans from edging too close, or even following, again like moths.


I often wonder where such men and women come from. It—firefighting—is both an art and a science. It remakes the individual. In the instance of my best friend, Kirby, it is a marvel to see. This is not the place for such stories, but suffice it to say that twenty years ago he, we, were masters of—what? Shall we call it unraveling things, and pause there? (Fire was not involved, but might as well have been.)


The fires have transformed him—they have found him and summoned and recast him. I do not know why. It is tempting to think that for each of these firefighters there is some space within them waiting to be ignited when the fire, or the beckons, sweeps over them—and that either you have this place in you or you do not.


I think this is how it is. Plenty of people have hidden or buried or held deep within them the desire for order, sometimes extreme order, just as plenty of them have the opposite desire. There are also plenty with a desire for beauty, and no small number who are enraptured these days with the stupid, the insipid, the untruthful, and the plain plug-ugly.
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