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It is just as when one looks straight at the sun. Afterward, everything has the image of the sun in it. If this is lacking, if you are not looking for God and expecting Him everywhere, and in everything, you lack the birth.

—Meister Eckhart
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A book is round.

To a reader, it unscrolls in a single line, left to right, snaking down the page, wrapping onto the next, but to a writer, it turns more like a wheel. It rolls out of darkness and catches you up, trapping you inside its circle for a year or ten years, however long it takes. You move around inside it, back and forth, until finally it releases you, although it never really does, not entirely. You could say a book eats a writer many times. You could say it eats itself. In any case, to a writer, the idea of a beginning or an ending is absurd.

I don’t know where this book is supposed to begin. It could be deep in the action or back in the prehistory, at the river or on the mountaintop; any of them would probably do. Many times, I’ve opened with the first moment I saw Sarah—cast from many angles, using many tones—and the last moment I saw her, but none have worked out. I’ve tried starting with dialogue, with the weather, and with quotations, but everything was too tight, or too ponderous, or too forced. All those beginnings felt like they were coming from up in my throat, not down in my body, where the better writing is born. Maybe in another writer’s hands they could have become something, but for me, they all felt like carving into petrified wood.

Most writers would have given up by now, but I’ve kept on seeking. As a writer, I think that’s what you do. You keep peeling back, you keep whittling. Eventually, maybe, you find the right phrasing. And then you move on to the next sentence and do it again. The next sentence often changes something in the sentence before, and you have to go back and start all over. Problem after problem, you try to solve it. What is writing but the solving of impossible problems?

Or like Suzuki said: Nirvana is to see a thing through to the end.

The next beginning I’ll try is the day I met Phil. Phil, my teacher, my victim. Phil, my good friend. It’s not the most dramatic moment in the story, but it’s the one I have left, and that must mean something. Looking back, I can even see where it might be the true beginning after all. Maybe this was the moment the universe began talking to me, when the veil tore and the signs began coming through. Maybe it was the moment when God or the devil or whatever it was peered into my world and began laying its traps. Maybe this very intuition is a message from that entity. We’ll see. I may not ever know for certain, but this time, at last, I’ll obey.



It was the Tree Book that brought me to Phil. The Tree Book was my last book, the book following the Light Book, and, in a way, it was Phil’s book, too. I can’t think of the Tree Book without thinking of Phil and all the contributions he made. The Tree Book encloses our entire time together. So to understand how and why I met Phil, you have to begin there.

The Tree Book was a book I’d decided to write in the autumn I turned forty-one. I didn’t know much about trees at the time, no more than anyone else, anyway, which might seem odd for a person on the verge of taking them as a book-length subject. But writing a book is never about what you already know. It’s almost the opposite, in fact. It’s about exploring what you want to know, what you suspect you might be unable to know. For many reasons, I’d decided I wanted to sit in a room for the next two or three years and contemplate the mystery of trees.

Most obviously, I felt like trees needed an advocate. Every year, humans destroy some eighteen million acres of them, or about thirty-six football fields’ worth every minute. In a hundred years, that means we’ll have no rain forests, nor most of the plants, animals, and birds who live therein. Everyone knows this already, but it seems important to say over and over again until the last tree is gone. The world is locked in a death spiral. Something must change.

The irony of writing a book in defense of trees didn’t escape me, of course—a screed printed on their own, flayed skin—but as a writer of spirituality-cum-science texts, often with the aspiration of imparting some kind of deeper, mythopoetic worldview, I labor under the belief that even a small book has the power to change the pattern of humanity’s consciousness. The way I saw it, the more the writers of the world could flood the collective mind with nurturing thoughts about trees, the more likely that we as a species could begin acting toward them in a nurturing manner. This faith in the power of written words to alter the shape of shared reality, and thus the path of history, is one of the premises of my creative life.

It helped that trees were becoming more popular in the marketplace of ideas. You could feel the tide of the book industry turning, exiting the long era of quantum spirituality books—all the tomes describing the wacky quarks and superstrings underlying the surface of everyday life—and moving into a more earthy discourse of trees and plants. People wanted books about the mycorrhizal network now, communication in the rhizome. They wanted books about the wisdom of the “mother tree” and the secret collaboration of mammals and insects with the vegetable kingdom. So there was a commercial impulse for writing a tree book, too. It was a way of attaching myself to the next conversation.

Most of all, though, I wanted to write a tree book because I believed trees had saved me. After the publication of my previous book, Earth’s Shadow, the Light Book, I’d fallen into a serious depression. It was my fourth published work and the biggest failure thus far. Although the idea had seemed promising at the time—a compendium of theories about light through the ages, from the book of Genesis to Max Planck—and the writing had gone smoothly, if not joyfully, the reviews had been lukewarm at best. Not that there were many. And no invitations to read at festivals, or translations, or prize nominations, either. It’s hard to express to most people the humiliation of a failed book, the pain appears so abstract and elective, but I can attest, it’s very real. It plunges the writer into a cauldron of self-doubt, to the point where they no longer trust their own mind. You start hearing ghost conversations behind your friends’ words and seeing cruel judgments in your absence from every podcast and year-end best-of list. You feel like you’re walking around with your nerves exposed and dangling.

I ended up moving back to my hometown of Ashland, Oregon, and taking up residence in my mother’s house, under the assumption I’d never write another book again. My mom had moved away a year prior, heading to the East Coast to live nearer her gallery and collector pool, and the property needed a caretaker, so it was a beneficial arrangement for both of us. I’d always loved my childhood home. It was an elegant, cedar-shake ranch house, nestled among burly black walnut and oak, with big skylights and a lifetime’s collection of art and books and funky tapestries on the walls. Off the back deck was an expansive view of the Rogue Valley, the ribbon of I-5 piping silent cars north and south, and the nearest neighbor was a hundred yards away. It was a house of great warmth, comfort, and privacy, and I could stay there rent-free as long as I liked.

Best of all, the property bordered a nature preserve stretching all the way to the Siskiyou Mountains. When I landed back home, I fell immediately into a new routine, waking up and making myself coffee every morning and heading directly into the forest of cedar and Douglas fir, maple and ponderosa pine, in hopes of getting as far away from myself as possible.

As soon as I got under the canopy, I felt more peaceful. The trees took me in. They didn’t have any idea what a failure I was. They didn’t know I hadn’t earned out an advance in three books, or that my writing had never been anthologized, or that my publisher had sold off my paperback rights before the hardcover had even been printed. They just saw me as another animal walking in their shadows, sending out puffs of carbon dioxide to metabolize. I’d walk through the ghost fern, craning my neck at the branches above, watching the light filtering through the leaves, and for a few moments, forget the world of human ego and all its poisons. Under the boughs, breathing the musty scent of the Douglas fir and the sharp, tangy medicine of the sugar pine, I was able to remember, on the most basic level, that the universe was good.

I still remember the moment the idea for the Tree Book struck me. I was standing at the end of a trail, staring at a grove of cottonwoods shivering in the sun, the delicate triangles of the leaves swishing and spangling, and realized that I wanted to bring the trees inside me. I wanted to be a tree. What about a small, lyrical book in praise of trees?

I didn’t tell anyone my idea at first. I was still too bruised from the Light Book to make that promise to the world. And besides, it wasn’t anything yet, only the faintest, most formless intuition. But I started thinking about it on every walk I took. I thought about it quietly, tentatively, not wanting to scare it away. Was it something? I had no idea. It was too flimsy to withstand any pressure. Almost without acknowledging it to myself, I began reading books and essays that might relate to the subject and bookmarking occasional web pages. I started sketching the leaf shapes and the bark patterns of the trees I couldn’t identify. I started thinking the word “tree” as I went around doing my errands.

Slowly, in silence, I was backing my way in. This went on for months. The thought came and went. I’d be raking leaves and start thinking about the decomposing litter sending its nitrogen into the earth. I’d be teaching a class at the local writing center and start staring at the branches of a red alder outside the window, wondering where the red came from and how it was concocted inside the alder’s wooden veins. Always, I kept the idea of the book tucked in the back of my mind, like a seed warming in loam.

And then, one day, almost on a whim, I looked up the biology department at the local college, Klamath University. I was thinking I might find an interesting syllabus, or news of an upcoming lecture, anything that might fertilize my ongoing rumination. I scrolled around the Environmental Science newsletter and tacked over to the faculty list, perusing their bios, until landing on the name Phil French. He was a forest ecologist, his paragraph read, with a few interesting-sounding publications to his name and some cool class titles. Genus and Genre sounded especially intriguing. It was cross-listed with the English department, which suggested some kind of literary bent. Without really thinking about it, I tossed off an email to him, saying I was a local writer considering a project about trees. Would he have any time to chat? He responded almost immediately, saying sure, swing by during office hours anytime.

And so it was, on a rain-soaked fall afternoon, that I found myself walking the carpeted hallway of the Klamath biology building, getting ready to share my secret idea with a stranger. I still wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but time had already started doing its trick on me, and the anguish of the previous book’s failure was gradually receding. The new idea was what I had now, and it was working insistently in my brain, filtering everything I perceived. I wasn’t coming to him with any particular questions to ask, only the slimmest notion that he might be able to guide me somewhere interesting. He’d name an author or a text, and that would in turn lead somewhere else, and on it would go.

Most likely, I’d only end up exposing my own ignorance, but I didn’t care. I didn’t know this guy, Phil French. If he decided I was a fool, so what? Writing is a daily ego death. If you can’t accept that, you probably shouldn’t be trying.

I rapped on the door. From inside, a muffled voice came back, “Come on in!”

I pushed at the door and stepped into a long, narrow office space. The walls were lined with books and a single, giant poster of a crosscut of a maple tree, with all the main parts labeled—xylem, phloem, cambium, crown. I couldn’t read the finer labels because the lights in the office were off and the only illumination came from a big, rain-spattered window on the far side of the room. Watery light spilled onto a large metal desk piled with papers and yet more books. At the desk, sitting in the wan bubble, was Phil, grading papers.

I already knew he was a handsome man from his pictures on the web, but it turned out he was even better-looking in real life. He had broad shoulders and thick black hair, a hawkish nose, and high cheekbones. His skin was burnished from time spent outdoors, and his knuckles were fat and chapped from manual labor. In other words, he was nothing like the paunchy, balding, papery writer type who’d just walked into his office, with his soft palms and squinty eyes. In his crisp brown Pendleton shirt, Phil struck me a kind of modern lumberjack, but with the opposite purpose—a strong-jawed protector of the environment, a wide-chested Western Renaissance man, at home in the forest and the classroom alike. Already, he was smiling at me and sliding a pen behind his ear, generously waving me inside.

“Come in, come in,” he said. “How can I help you?”

“I, uh, emailed a few days ago,” I said. “I’m the local writer who was hoping for a little conversation…”

“Ah, yes, welcome!” he said. “Come on in. Great to meet you, Arthur. I’m glad you came by. Glad to talk.”

I let my wet umbrella drop to the floor and hung my dripping coat on the rack. “I hope this is an okay time to visit?”

“This is an excellent time,” Phil said. “My students are off doing labs. Next week will be busy. But today is great.”

“What kind of labs are they doing?” I said, accepting the chair he offered across from his desk. Already, I was trying to make myself pliable, predicting his conversational cues. It was part of the job in the research-and-interview phase of a project. Before anything, you presented as nonthreatening. The more comfortable you could make a given expert, the more freely they would divulge.

“Nutrient cycling, nitrogen cycling,” he said. “Basic stuff. They’re out in the woods digging around right now. Perfect day for it. Nice and rainy and cold. They’ll complain about it when we meet next week, but they actually love it.”

“They have no idea how great they’ve got it,” I said. “I wish I could go back to college sometimes. What a vacation that was.”

“Free tuition for senior auditors,” he said. “Once you’re over sixty-five, you’re welcome to join us.”

“Something to look forward to,” I said.

We politely chuckled at the non-joke. We were settling in, making each other feel at ease. We could already tell we were guys of about the same vintage and orientation, early forties, liberal, bookish. He was a lumberjack and I was a troll, but inside, we were on a similar wavelength. If we dug around a little, we might even find a few people and places in common. I knew he’d spent time in various California college towns; I’d spent some time in those places, too, adjuncting or prowling archives. I could guarantee we had similar opinions about the president.

To keep things rolling, I lobbed a few easy questions his way about his teaching load and sabbatical schedule, expressing as much wonder and delight at his answers as possible. I netted another little laugh or two, and when the vibration felt strong enough, not wanting to waste his time, I moved on to the business at hand, my still-forming book.

“So,” I said, placing my palms on my knees to indicate a transition, “I got in touch with you for a reason, Professor French…”

“Please,” he said. “Just Phil.”

“Okay, Phil,” I said. “Well, there’s a project I’m thinking about starting that has something to do with trees. I’m still kind of feeling my way into it, but I’m wondering if I could maybe ask you a few questions, if that’s all right.”

“Of course,” he said. “Whatever you like. I’ll do my best.”

“You’ll have to bear with me, if that’s okay,” I said. “I’m still very early on in the process.”

“I understand how things begin,” he said. “Take your time.”

I didn’t have a particular plan of attack, but I assumed once we started we’d find our way. And sure enough, when I got going, I found myself almost overflowing with words. I opened by telling Phil a little about my previous books, which had all been essayistic, generally speaking, part memoir, part popular science, part polemic, part theology, a lot of things mixed together. The subjects had been elemental substances like water and light, or epiphenomena like rainbows, I said, and they usually got shelved in the spirituality section, although sometimes they ended up in other categories, too. They were spirituality, admittedly, but a little more sophisticated than the usual New Age pablum, I liked to think.

In this case, I said, I wanted to do something about trees. I wasn’t sure exactly how it was going to work yet, but maybe each chapter would be about a different species. Or maybe profiles of people and their special relationships with trees. Or a census of trees in my neighborhood. I wasn’t sure. I knew I wanted the book to be heavy on natural description, even lyrical at times. Not too academic, but not too commercial, either. I wanted it to feel relevant, but not too of-the-moment. I wanted people to walk away from it thinking about trees as fellow people in the world, with their own personalities, their own civil rights. That was my fantasy, to make people see trees in their full glory and magic and precarity. It was the first time I’d described the idea out loud to anyone, and it turned out I had a lot to say.

“It sounds wonderful,” Phil said, after I’d started repeating myself. “It sounds like a book I’d like to read. I’m already sold.”

“So right now,” I said, sipping the peppermint tea he’d brought during my rambles, “I guess I’m just looking for source materials. Strange histories, odd treatises, obscure manifestos. Any out-of-the-way stories or images about trees that might add something to the mix. I thought you might be able to offer some guidance with that.”

“That’s a fun assignment,” he said.

“I hope this isn’t too vague,” I said.

“No, no,” he said, “just vague enough.”

He tented his fingers and, for a moment, became almost performatively thoughtful. His thick eyebrows furrowed; his chin jutted. He nodded to himself a few times, parsing some initial ideas, discarding them, moving on.

Then he stood and drifted over to his bookshelf. He began browsing the spines. He was a graceful, well-formed man, but something about his bearing also seemed to neutralize that impression. It was the way he held himself, the excited foppishness of his gestures. His posture seemed to say: This handsomeness, let’s not worry about it. Let’s put it aside and talk like normal people do. Already, I was starting to like him.

“It sounds like what you’re talking about is a florilegium,” he said, caressing his chin.

“Am I?” I said.

“That’s a collection of flowers,” he said. “But also a collection of short writings around a given theme. The word ‘anthology’ comes from a similar root, anthos, or flower. It’s interesting, isn’t it? Flowers are somehow bound up with this kind of writing.”

“See, that’s exactly the kind of thing I’m looking for,” I said. “That’s already great. I might be able to use that.” I had him spell the word for me and wrote it down in my little notebook.

“I don’t have a ton to offer here in the office,” he said, head tilted. “I have a lot more books at home. Mostly I keep the more nonscience stuff here. I try to impress these kids with the humanities angle. They’re so uptight about their science degrees, so practical. I want to show them what the scope of environmental sciences can mean. But there are a few things I can suggest off the bat. Let’s see, let’s see…”

He reached up to a high shelf and came away with a thick orange paperback.

“There’s always Yggdrasil,” he said, blowing some dust off the top, “the tree of Norse mythology. Yggdrasil, the tree of creation. It’s a cosmic ash holding nine worlds in its branches and roots. There’s an eagle in it. And a dragon in the roots. It connects you to Asian cosmologies and shamanic traditions. There are a lot of ideas you can pull out of Yggdrasil. That’s a tree with a personality.”

“Interesting,” I said, though I wasn’t that interested. I knew Yggdrasil. Yggdrasil came up often in the current tree literature. It seemed a little played out.

“But maybe you don’t want to write a book report on world religions,” Phil said, detecting my lack of energy. He reshelved the book. “Or maybe you’re looking for less-trod ground.”

He went for another spine. “There’s the story of St. Brendan. He discovered a tree where a flock of birds sings the liturgical hours in harmony. That’s an interesting tree. But maybe too ecclesiastical for your purposes.”

“I’m not huge on the major monotheisms,” I said. “Unless it’s the more apocryphal traditions.”

“Ah, well, then this might be a good tree for you,” he said, pulling another title. “More esoteric. The ympe-tree. This is a place where the human and fairy worlds overlap.”

“Interesting,” I said, and this time I meant it.

“It’s the Eurydice story in Celtic drag,” he said, riffling through the pages. “Orpheus becomes Orfeo. Hades becomes a fairy kingdom. In this telling, Heuodis—Eurydice—sleeps under an ‘ympe-tre,’ which is probably a cherry or apple tree. It’s grafted, which means partly human-engineered, which is kind of interesting. The fairy king finds her lying there and drags her down to the fairy kingdom, where time stands still, and Orfeo has to descend and rescue her. He finds her sleeping under another ympe-tree in the underworld. So the ympe-tree is both the entrance into the fairy world and a tree inside the fairy world. A very bizarre mirroring. You could possibly do something with that.”

“I’ve been thinking I’d like to write something about fairies,” I said. “I’d love to read that book. What’s the title?”

“Take it,” he said, and handed me the book, Premodern Ecology. “I won’t be using it any time soon. I had a feeling you might like that one. I just finished reading your last book, so I had a little head start on what you might be wanting.”

It was always surprising when someone brought up one of my books, Earth’s Shadow most especially. When they did, it was rarely in an unambiguously positive way. There was almost always some hidden knife in people’s words. “I loved the cover.” “The footnotes were quite well-done.” Immediately, I was girding myself for the faint praise.

“I thought it was fantastic,” he said without apparent guile. “I should’ve mentioned that as soon as you walked in, but I assume no one wants to hear a person’s opinion about their book the second they meet them.”

“If it’s a nice opinion, they do,” I said, which garnered another little chuckle from both of us.

“It was really fascinating,” he said, returning to his desk. “And gracefully written. I was genuinely impressed. Such a fascinating premise, too. Light through the ages. I thought about light differently after I read it.”

“That was the hope,” I said.

“And the part about light as a living creature,” he said. “What a beautiful thought. I hadn’t really heard that idea before.”

He was talking about the medieval chapter. Whenever anyone said anything complimentary about the book, it was usually about the medieval chapter. It turned out people loved the Middle Ages—anything involving secret illuminated manuscripts and flaming, stained glass, rosette windows, they ate up. I’d promised myself I’d always include medieval sources going forward.

“It was a pretty common concept in the ninth, tenth centuries,” I said. “The solar mother, the solar nipple. Umbilical sunbeams. I mean, you know that; you read the book.”

“It really got me for a second,” he said. “I had to think about it. Is light alive? I mean, it doesn’t excrete anything. It doesn’t reproduce. And yet it gives life, so it must have some kind of life to give. I love that reasoning. It’s very medieval, but it’s hard to think around. I like to assign my classes Hildegard of Bingen every year. They’re always amazed how relevant she is.”

“Hildegard is great,” I said.

“They call them Dark Ages,” Phil said, “but they weren’t really so dark.”

“No darker than ours, I’d say.”

We talked for another hour about the Middle Ages. It turned out Phil knew his Aquinas and his Augustine, his Scholasticism, and the full, wending path of the apophatic tradition. He could weigh in on the debates between Suger and St. Bernard regarding the relative divinity or blasphemy of stained glass windows. He wasn’t a fan of Jan van Ruysbroeck, though he loved the title of his main extant writing, The Sparkling Stone, as I did. There weren’t many people who could discourse on this level, which was fun, and the fact that he’d isolated the ultimate kernel of the Light Book, the very idea that I’d fallen in love with, the idea of light as a kind of amniotic fluid flooding the cosmos, seemed like an incredibly good sign. I’d stumbled on a certified forest ecologist who thought like a weirdo, mystical animist, like myself.

By the time his office hours ended, we’d agreed I’d come back for another visit. He’d already sent me a syllabus and a link to a documentary I might enjoy. We might have kept talking, but he had a faculty meeting to attend, and I accompanied him on the walk across campus. The rain was cold and pelting, pooling on the lawns, spitting from the gutters, rattling our umbrellas. As the administrative building approached, I started preparing to peel off and make myself dinner and possibly enjoy a celebratory bourbon with my night’s bath.

“Thank you for all your time today, Phil,” I said. “I usually wouldn’t talk about a project this early at all, so thanks for letting me stumble through it. I really appreciate your patience.”

“My pleasure,” he said. “I don’t get to talk about this stuff very often. And it’s a good idea. An important idea. It’s what everyone should be writing about all the time. Trees.”

“I think so,” I said.

“Actually, I have another little idea you can use,” he said, “if you want it, anyway. It just occurred to me.”

“Please,” I said. “Lay it on me.”

“I could never use this in an academic paper,” he said. “That’s the problem with peer-reviewed journals. All these ideas you can’t use because there’s no empirical evidence for them. So this is just a theory I have. It has to do with the lullaby ‘Rock-a-bye Baby.’ ”

“Fantastic,” I said.

“No one knows where the lyrics of that song come from,” he said. “The tune starts to show up in sheet music in the eighteenth century, or thereabouts, but no one has any idea about the origin of the words. Some people think the Pilgrims wrote them when they first saw Indians attaching birchbark baby cradles to the limbs of trees. Other people think Davy Crockett’s cousin Effie wrote them. Some people say they go all the way back to ancient Egypt and the baby is the god Horus. They can’t find the source, no matter how far back they go.

“So here’s my thought,” he said, slowing his pace so our final destination was timed with his words. Up ahead, the safety lights of the main administration building blurred and spiked in the rainy gloaming. “What if it goes even further than that? What if it goes all the way back to our days in the trees? ‘Rock-a-bye baby, in the treetops.’ We spent our first six million years in trees. Trees were our original home. I like to imagine that lullaby as a remnant of our prehuman era. A memory of our monkey mothers in the branches.”

“ ‘Down will come baby…,’ ” I said. “Kind of dark.”

“It’s all dark that far back,” he said.

“I love the thought,” I said. “I bet I can find a place for it somewhere. I’ll give you credit if I do.”

“It’s yours to have,” he said.

Moments later, we parted ways, but not before I met Sarah. I barely remember the meeting, I was so blinded by my new source, so lost in thoughts about the Tree Book and all the hours of glorious labor ahead. If I plumb my memory, I can turn up the vaguest image—a shadowy figure in a raincoat, narrow wrists extending from too-short sleeves—but the picture might be a fabrication of retrospect. In any case, I’m told Sarah was standing at the door of the administration building, waiting for Phil. She’d misplaced a house key and needed to borrow his. They tell me that’s the moment I first encountered Phil’s wife.
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That’s one beginning, anyway. Every story has a thousand beginnings, a thousand places you might tip in. You could go all the way back to the beginning of the universe every time if you wanted to, map out all the branching realities that’d brought you to a given moment, but no reader wants that. Readers want beginnings with some kind of momentum built in and a few obvious clues as to where things might lead. They don’t want every chicken and egg leading back to infinity.

In those days, I had no idea the story of Sarah and me was at its beginning. I assumed I was at the beginning of a completely different story, the story of the new book. That may not sound like much of a story to some, but to others of us, the writers, it’s a story of major significance and suspense. It takes all a person’s cunning and patience to write a book. In the beginning, you’re trying to design a boat that won’t capsize halfway across the ocean. You’re laying in supplies for a yearslong voyage. It demands a kind of mental purification to make sure your motivations are correct.

The meeting with Phil was exactly what I’d needed to begin building my vessel at the water’s edge. He’d thrown out a few stimulating ideas and suggested a few intriguing sources, but, most of all, he’d given me enthusiasm. The fact that a professional forest ecologist found my project interesting and even laudable was hugely encouraging. I was still far away from putting actual words on paper, but I felt like I was ready to start calling in my raw materials in earnest: buying more books, watching more online lectures, ordering the conceptual lumber that would eventually become my grand clipper ship of words.

I had a few more meetings with Phil over the next months, all of which were profitable sessions. We roamed freely and digressed easily. He wasn’t above speculating at the edges of scientific reason, which I appreciated. I heard all about his theories of tree sentience, tree mind. The resemblance of the tree’s bloom and root ball to the ganglia of the brain was not a coincidence, he thought. How could it be? The lobe, the branch, the whorl, they were the very signature of something or other. He taught me about the world of mosses and liverworts that had preceded our world of vascular plants, the giant mushrooms and fungi of the pre-tree era. He brought to the conversations the perfect balance of awe, logic, rage, and hope, I thought. Every time we talked, I came away with pages of scribbled notes and quotations.

“God loves a scale change,” he said. That would go straight into the book.

I also wanted to find contemporary case studies to supplement the theoretical and historical materials, and Phil was helpful with that, too. I was looking for real-life examples of human/tree relationships, the kind of stories that would bring some living heat to the text. Phil suggested a bonsai master in Japan, the last of a centuries-long line, and a woman on a permanent pilgrimage around the American West who planted seedlings wherever she went. Both immediately became part of my store.

And then, as the winter started to taper and the first little minarets of the camellias began peeking into view, he emailed to invite me on a trip to the southern Cascades. He said he had a couple of friends doing regenerative work in a meadow on the north side of Mount Shasta; he thought I might be interested in checking out their program. They were working with trees, among other plants and shrubbery, and were fascinating, possibly visionary people. There might be something there for my book.

“They’re kind of out there,” he wrote. “But you might appreciate that.”

“What are they doing, exactly?” I wrote.

“They call it ‘re-greening,’ ” he wrote. “Easier for them to explain. It’s humble. But interesting. It might be something, might not. I don’t know.”

“Okay, I’m in,” I wrote. “And thank you!”

That Saturday morning, under a low, chilly lid of clouds, I arrived at Phil’s house, a sturdy Craftsman on a corner lot a few blocks from campus. I’d passed by it a thousand times in my life, never giving it much note, but on that day, suddenly, it became a place of significance—the home of my tutor. I had my backpack, with a water bottle and a brand-new notebook inside, and new hiking boots on my feet. I’d just climbed the steps, girding myself for a mountain adventure, when the door opened and Phil appeared, shirtless, waving me inside.

“Come in, come in!” he said. “Welcome! We’re just getting things together here. Won’t be long. Just hang out for a second. We’re almost there.”

I stepped into the fragrant warmth of Phil’s domestic life. Two cats were asleep on the back of the sofa and clean laundry was piled on the dining room table. On the floor, there were bright Turkish rugs; on the built-in shelves, rustic outsider sculptures; on the coffee and end tables, antique lamps of oblong shape and citrusy glaze. There were books everywhere, mostly old, and above all else, house plants. Monsteras and ficas, a crazy jade, an origami-like purple shamrock, all flourishing. The house was a teeming jungle of art and life, the dwelling of clearly interesting people.

“Smells great in here,” I said.

“Sarah made oatmeal cookies,” Phil said, tucking a long john shirt into his Carhartt pants. “We’re not going very far, but there isn’t much food out there. We might get peckish. Hey, do you have gloves? You might want gloves. It’ll be cold on the mountain.”

“I’ve got gloves,” I said.

“Great,” he said. “And we can get ourselves more coffee on the way if you want it.”

“I’ve had plenty of coffee already,” I said.

“Well, I might need more,” he said. “No greater pleasure than driving with coffee, in my opinion.”

And it was then that Sarah entered the room. Nothing announced her arrival. There were no birds singing, no sunbeams streaming. She simply wandered from the kitchen into the dining room holding a Mason jar of lumpy cookies. By then, I’d heard a few things about her, in little asides and oblique references. She’d grown up in California, Phil had said. She enjoyed jogging. She didn’t follow any prestige television shows. But my physical memory of her was bleary at best, more a suggestion than an actual image.

It turned out she was a tall, slender woman with wide shoulders and loose limbs coming to knobby joints and long, elegantly tapered fingertips. She had wild black hair and drowsy eyes and a very large nose. Her lips were full, the lower lip more so than the top, with a certain ironic smirk kinking the edges. Her skin was dusky olive, and she moved with a tentative, slightly pigeon-toed gait, but there was a certain gracefulness to her movements, too, like a heron’s or a stork’s. She seemed almost demure, but underneath that, I could already sense, she was more like coolly observant and wry.

“Hi, Arthur,” she said. “Sorry the house is such a shithole right now.”

Such were the first words I remember her speaking to me, as if we’d known each other for years.

“You should see my place. It’s a lot worse.”

“It honestly never looks much different,” she said. “I might as well not pretend. Anyway, I hope it’s okay if I come on the drive today. Phil’s been talking about Merle and Candy for so long, I thought I should see what their deal is. Plus I really need to get out of the house.”

“Of course,” I said. “The more the merrier.”

“Also, Phil’s a pretty terrible driver,” she said. “I have to watch him, especially in the snow.”

“I’m a good driver,” he said, lacing his boots. “My record is perfect. Insurance companies love me.”

“That’s what all the bad drivers say,” she said. “They don’t even know how bad they are.”

“The truth is,” Phil said, “Sarah is skeptical about Candy and Merle. She wants to meet them in order to prove a point.”

“I’m not skeptical,” Sarah said, mock affronted. “Phil talks about them so glowingly. I’m completely open to being amazed.”

“You’ll see,” Phil said to both of us, donning a weather-softened leather fedora. “They’re great. Anyone who finds a way to be hopeful in this world gets my vote.”

“Mine, too,” Sarah said, and disappeared back into the kitchen. Whether she meant what she said was impossible to tell.



We headed out. We took their Jetta, Sarah in the back seat and me in the front, and as we pulled off into the wintery air, heading south over the pass into California, we stuck to easy topics of conversation, the go-to complaints about Ashland, mostly. It was too cute, we agreed, too secretly uptight. The sense of moral superiority among its citizens was almost suffocating. There was no good pizza, either. By the same token, we agreed that the surrounding territory was even worse—a land of incels and secessionists driven insane by the Internet.

When the subject of our town had run its course, I started making inquiries into Sarah’s life. Although on some deep level we already might have been entangled, on the shallower levels, I knew almost nothing about her at all.

“What do you do, Sarah?” I said, as the gray road rolled toward us.

“I’m a librarian,” she said from behind my shoulder.

“You’ve been doing that for a long time?”

“About fifteen years.”

“Sarah went to library school right out of college,” Phil said. “It’s the only job she’s ever had.”

“I’ve had other jobs,” she said. “Ice cream scooper. Cheese counter girl. But this one is the longest, it’s true.”

“So you like it then, I guess,” I said.

“It beats a lot of things,” she said. “I might even love it. Yeah.”

“And what library do you work at now?” I said.

“I’m at the high school,” she said.

“Not for long,” Phil said. “She’ll be out of there soon. Sarah usually gets a job at whatever college we’re at. They can usually arrange a spousal-hire type deal. But someone didn’t retire this time. So it’s taking longer.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “I like it at the high school. Teenagers are hilarious. I forgot. I get to hear everything about what’s going on over there.”

“And what are teenagers up to these days?” I said.

“Well,” she said, pleased to report. “They don’t wear enough clothes, that’s for one thing. The girls seriously dress like prostitutes now. Tiny miniskirts and frilly halter tops and fake nails. And so much perfume! It’s like they just walked out of a brothel, I swear. Toasted vanilla bean everywhere. And the crazy thing is they think it’s empowering. ‘My body, my choice.’ ‘Don’t slut-shame me.’ They have no idea what they’re putting out there, though.”

“And do you tell them that?” I said.

“God, no,” she said.

“And what about the boys?” I said.

“Confused. Weird. I don’t know. None of them can think because of their phones. I mean, it’s actually incredible what they don’t know. They don’t know who Uncle Sam is. Never heard of him. I put up a poster the other day and they’re like, ‘Who’s that guy in the stupid hat?’ ”

“But you like them,” Phil said. “Some of the kids, anyway.”

“Oh yeah,” she said. “Some of them are great. There’s this one girl, Elizabeth. Everyone talks about her. She crashed her scooter the other day and got a concussion. Then she did acid that very night! She’s also having sex with her friend’s boyfriend, Ronnie. And her other friend’s boyfriend, Danny, too. She’s a real mess. She’s fantastic.”

“What kind of books does she read?” I said.

“YA crap, mostly,” she said. “Not a big reader.”

“Don’t you have to report that kind of thing to anyone?” Phil said, scowling ahead. “The drugs and sex and everything?”

“If I heard about her doing anything really bad, I’d probably tell a counselor about it,” Sarah said. “But Elizabeth is just a kid testing boundaries. Nothing too scary. I’m keeping my eye on her.”

“I think I’d want to know if my kid were doing some of that stuff,” Phil said. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Eh,” Sarah said, and I could feel her shrug behind me. “I did a lot of things I didn’t want my parents to know about at that age. It’s all about becoming your own person. You have to make some of your own mistakes. That’s my opinion.”

“Sometimes kids want to be confronted, though,” Phil said. “They want someone to take notice.”

“Not really,” Sarah said.

“Their brains aren’t done developing,” Phil said. “The prefrontal cortex—”

“I know, I know,” Sarah said. “Planning, good decision-making. I know. But she’s fine. It isn’t anything too scary that she’s doing.”

“It’s an important stage of development,” he said.

“I don’t regret any of the drugs I did as a teenager,” I said, stepping in. “I don’t think they hurt me at all. Granted, I might’ve been a genius if I’d been more careful. But I doubt it. I got a lot out of those experiences. Personally.”

“Yep,” Sarah said, and I could tell by the brevity of the syllable that she’d been one of the wayward kids, too, one of the kids who didn’t believe what the grown-ups said, who’d had to find out everything for themselves. We didn’t have to divulge any more.

“She’s just bored is all,” Sarah said in closing. “I can understand that. Anyway, these kids are living in a dying world. Let them have their fun. That’s how I see it.”



It was turning into a beautiful day, the cloud cover breaking apart into giant cauliflowers and hammerheads, throwing shadows onto the slopes of sugar and knobcone pine. Soon Mount Shasta appeared, and we peeled off into the foothills rising toward the timberline. The microecologies in the region were so drastic. In a matter of hours we’d passed from oak savanna, to mountain pass, to scrub canyons, to charred burn fields, and now into the volcanic draperies of conifer.

Around noon, we landed at our destination, an unremarkable clearing low on the mountain’s hump, tucked on the side of a gravel service road. A green Harvester truck was parked at a faint trailhead leading into what one might call a meadow. We got out and mounted the low berm and stepped onto a field where thin, brown grasses spread between occasional shrubs and a few big-leaf maples and red firs. On the ground were wide patches of mud, along with thick streaks of ice and snow, the crusted remnants of winter.

In the middle of the meadow two people were staring at the earth. They were late-middle-aged, a little dumpy, a little grimy, well bundled in hats and scarves. The woman had plaited gray hair and a small, finely wrinkled face. The man was a shaggy giant, his loose clothes falling around his body like elephant skin. As we approached, they traded affectionate hellos with Phil, who introduced us all around.

“Merle, Candy, this is Sarah and Arthur,” he said. “Sarah’s been wanting to meet you guys for a long time. Arthur’s the writer I told you about.”

“Good to meet you,” Merle said, shaking our hands. “You’re writing a book about trees, we hear.”
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