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I miss you, Dad. You’ll always be with
me whenever I hit the trails.
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Prologue: I Am Nature

 


The patch of earth between the side
walkway and my house was a riot of color: deep purple, red, yellow,
white, and pink, each shade more brilliant, more beautiful, than
the one next to it. After months of ice and snow, of being cooped
up inside the house except on the rare occasion when I was allowed
to venture outside, bundled up so tightly against the wind and the
cold I could barely move, it was spring, and the tulips were in
bloom.

I wandered down the path and into the
back yard. The fragrance hit me first: apple blossoms, perfuming
the air so sweetly I could follow my nose around the corner of the
house to the tree hidden behind the garage. I giggled. It sounded
like the tree was singing. Thousands of bumblebees flitted from
fragrant blossom to fragrant blossom, gathering nectar, spreading
pollen.

Unfazed by the bees, I climbed up onto
the picnic table beneath the tree, then into the tree itself. This
was one of my favorite spots to sit. It was especially pleasant on
this day, barefoot for the first time in months, hidden from sight
by the riot of flowers and bumblebees.

I sat quietly in the
branches among the flowers and the bees, smelling the blossoms,
listening to the tree hum, just being. Someone called my name; I did
not respond. I was the tree. I was the bee. I was not who they were
looking for.

The soft white
blossoms each were punctuated with the bright black and yellow
stripes of the bumblebees. The hum of their wings was in perfect
pitch, one single note, one ohmmmmmm. I hummed too, adjusting the
hum up, then down, until I too matched their pitch. I was the bee.
The bee was me. We hummed in the tree, the bees and
me.

I closed my eyes and felt for the
pulse of the tree in the trunk beneath my fingertips, for surely
this tree had a heart that beat like mine. The trunk warmed beneath
my gentle touch as my branch swayed in the easy spring breeze. It
felt like the tree was breathing. I matched the rhythm of my own
breath to that of the tree. I was the tree. The tree was me. We
breathed and swayed, the tree, the bees, and me.

That was the moment that defined my
place in the natural world. The moment I understood that I, a human
being, was not above the other creatures of Creation. Not better
than the bees and the birds and the bears. Not superior to the
snakes and the snails and the swallows. I was Nature. Nature was
me.

Thus began my life as an earth mage. Not
someone who performs magic—I’ll leave that job to Mother Nature—but
rather, someone who sees the natural world as a magical place, full
of wonder and miracles. I was three years old.

Fifty years have passed, and every
time I set foot outside my door, I am still as awestruck as that
three-year-old girl sitting in the apple tree. Whether I’m giving
myself a dirt manicure by planting tomatoes and marigolds in my
garden, walking my dog around the neighborhood, or standing on the
peak of an ancient mountain, the magic of creation never fails to
enchant me.

Welcome to my world, as told through
stories and poems I’ve written and published in various magazines
and on my blog. Come hike the trails of our national parks and take
a stroll along an ocean beach. See the magic in a tiny dragonfly, a
humble hermit crab, and the spectacular waterfalls of
Yosemite.

Be enchanted. Be an earth mage.
Come.





Myrtle, The Ten O’clock Bear

 


I never will let my two older sisters
forget the time we narrowly escaped being eaten by a bear, all
because of a box of ginger snaps.

At least, they
thought we were about to
be eaten. We obviously avoided that fate, or I wouldn’t be here to
tell the tale—or to razz them about how, in a moment of panic, they
accused their then eight-year-old sister of attempting to
permanently end our sibling rivalry, with an overweight bear and a
box of cookies for accomplices.

My parents were not wealthy, and
therefore did not travel to exotic lands or travel by air or ship
when we vacationed. Rather for several weeks every summer, they
would haul us all over the country in a dusty green Ford station
wagon, loaded down with four kids, sleeping bags, a tent, various
tarps, an axe, and a canvas army surplus hammock that smelled like
our basement.

Our favorite destination was Great
Smoky Mountain National Park in Tennessee, partly because we loved
the mountains, and partly because we loved the Park’s most famous
residents, the black bears. My family seemed to have a knack for
attracting bears. Never once did we travel to the Smokies and not
encounter at least a couple of bears. We’d meet other people who
camped in the same campgrounds we camped, and hiked the same trails
we hiked, but never encountered a single bear.

I guess we were lucky.

The summer of 1965 wasn’t much
different from all our other summers, with one exception: that
year, my father purchased a little Ensenada camping trailer. My
mother was thrilled that she would have a real stove to cook on.
Mary Ann and Bonnie, my sisters, scornfully said trailers didn’t
constitute real camping. I kind of liked the novelty of the
trailer, and was looking forward to sleeping in it, until Dad
explained to me that I’d be sharing a bunk with my little brother,
Johnny. At that, I chimed in with my sisters. Being a good sport,
Dad threw our old tent into the trailer, and we were
off.

It was raining when we arrived in the
Smokies, but that didn’t bother us. It was always raining somewhere
in the Smokies. We set up camp anyway. The trailer was opened and
aired out, the tent was pitched, and the tarp strung high over the
picnic table. Johnny took out his frustration at having three older
sisters boss him around by whacking an old rotten tree stump to
pieces with the hatchet.

Once our campsite was in order, Mom
and I walked to the camp store to buy groceries. Mom purchased a
can of Dinty Moore beef stew, a quart of milk, and marshmallows. I
bought a box of ginger snaps with my own money so I wouldn’t have
to share unless I wanted to.

At last, we kids were set loose to do
as we pleased in the campground. Johnny and I splashed in the
Little River while Mary Ann and Bonnie sashayed up and down the
road in hot pursuit of campground romance. We whittled sticks with
our Girl Scout pocket knives, and stuffed ourselves with ginger
snaps.

At least, I stuffed myself. I tried to
do the right thing by offering cookies to my siblings, but Johnny
said they tasted “yucky” and, after hawking loudly and taking
careful aim, spit his out all over a tree. My sisters didn’t even
take a nibble. “They’ll ruin our figures,” they whined.

Already pleasingly plump, I didn’t
care what the cookies were doing to my figure. As far as I was
concerned, this was manna from heaven. I couldn’t get enough of the
divine treats.

Which is why, when the bear headed for
the door of our tent that night, my sisters were certain it was my
fault they were about to become supper for a four hundred pound
bruin.

Speaking of supper, we made my
favorite camp meal that night. Pocket stews, as we called them,
consisted of a hamburger patty with sliced carrots, onions, and
potatoes piled on top, all folded up in a neat little foil pouch,
then buried in the campfire. When they were cooked right, they’d
come out of the fire half raw and half burned to a crisp, little
pieces of foil sticking to the starchy potatoes. I loved
them—especially that night, with ginger snaps for
dessert.

After supper, we all gathered around
the campfire to roast marshmallows for s’mores and to sing songs.
Mary Ann played the guitar; Bonnie played the ukulele. Between
choruses of “The Happy Wanderer” and “I Love the Mountains, I Love
the Rolling Hills” we could hear coyotes yipping and howling in the
distance. Dad told me they were howling at the moon. Looking back,
I think it more likely they were howling at the ukulele.

By ten o’clock, we were all pretty
tired. My folks and Johnny headed for the trailer; my sisters and I
crawled into the tent.

Just then, a loud crash echoed through
the night. A garbage can had been knocked over. A bear was in the
campground!

Now, this was no great surprise to any
of us. Back then, garbage cans lining the campground road made the
place look like a suburban street on trash day. At least, we
campers called them garbage cans. To the bears they were the
neighborhood deli. The bear creating all the racket that night was
investigating the can in front of our campsite. Thanks to a full
moon, we could see her quite clearly.

Hungrily, the enormous creature
devoured leftover bits of meat hidden in the corners of the foil,
vegetable peelings, and a bit of chocolate that had been
accidentally dropped on the ground. Ripping open the milk carton
with her powerful claws, she licked the inside clean.

Peering through the mesh window in our
tent door, we studied the bear in great fascination. After all, you
don’t get that close to a bear in the wild every day. The can
emptied, the bear turned to leave.

That’s when my trouble began. Instead
of heading up the road to the next trash can, she lumbered straight
into our campsite.

My sisters’ jaws dropped in disbelief,
then horror as the creature made its way past our station wagon,
past the Ensenada, and toward our suddenly-very-flimsy-feeling
tent.

“Oh dear God!” they
screamed in unison, turning so ghostly pale they lit up the dark
tent. “You brought ginger snaps into the tent, and now we’re all
gonna dieeeeeeeeee!”

I opened my mouth to protest, but all
that came out was a mousy little squeak. The bear slowly ambled
past our tent, squeezing between the tent and the tent ropes and
nearly causing the whole thing to collapse, before heading into the
night.

We found out the next morning that the
bear was an old regular in the campground. The ranger called her
Myrtle the ten o’clock bear because she appeared in the campground,
at our campsite, every night precisely at ten. “You can set your
watch by her,” he swore.

We watched Myrtle every night that
week from the safety of the trailer. The ranger was right. Myrtle’s
garbage can struck ten just like a clock.

Just for the record, there were never
any ginger snaps in the tent, for I had eaten every last
one.

 


 


The Bear Who Fell From The
Sky

 


My family must have spotted twenty
bears in the Smokies that summer of Myrtle the ten o’clock bear,
mostly while trying to drive from place to place. I say trying,
because traffic jams were almost as common in the Smokies as they
were in New York City at rush hour. It could take hours to drive
ten miles. You could be pretty sure that if traffic came to a
standstill, there was a bear sitting in the road up ahead
somewhere.

When we had our second close encounter
of the bear kind that week, I began to wonder if my sister Mary Ann
was correct in her conviction that the bears were out to get her.
This one just fell from the sky, nearly landing on top of
her.

One of our favorite hikes in the Smoky
Mountains was the hike to Alum Cave Bluff. As a child, I had no
idea why they called it Alum Cave Bluff. There was no real cave
there, just an indentation in the side of the mountain where maybe
four people could huddle if they needed to get out of the rain. I
thought it was named after the guy who discovered the
place.

This was one of the longer hikes my
family ever tackled in the park. We’d hiked it once or twice
before, on previous vacations. The trail wound back and forth,
serpentine fashion, up the side of the Mount LeConte to the bluff.
Johnny, who was all of five, always led the way. “I da leader of
dis hike!” he’d bellow before stomping off up the trail.

It took a while to reach the top. The
trail crossed over a gurgling mountain stream a couple of times,
and we always had to stop and creek stomp. Wading in the frigid
mountain water always felt good on hot, sweaty feet. And it was fun
trying to catch water striders, which for some strange reason my
family called water mosquitoes. That name never made any sense to
me, though, because the bugs didn’t bite, and they didn’t look a
thing like mosquitoes.

Then there was the swing. A year
earlier, we had discovered an enormous, thick vine hanging from the
treetops about halfway up the trail. Would it still be there, I
wondered anxiously?

It was! Now, this was a good time!
Clutching the vine to my chest, I backed up as far as I dared, then
with a little run and jump, I closed my eyes and swung way out and
down the mountain slope, then back towards the trail, back down the
slope, back towards the trail, back and forth, until my arms ached
and I had to jump off.

Johnny took a turn, yodeling like
Tarzan the whole time. At twelve and sixteen, my sisters were much
too mature for such nonsense. At least, that’s what they
said.

Reaching the bluff was a bit of a
letdown. We hung around a little while, and Dad took
black-and-white photographs of us all huddled next to the official
sign put there by the National Park Service, proclaiming that we
had arrived at Alum Cave Bluff, elevation 5,375 feet. We rested a
bit, and had a drink of tinny-tasting water from the army-surplus
canteen Dad carried. Then we headed back down the trail.

Which is when the
bear fell from the sky, nearly squashing my sister. At least, at
first glance, it looked
like he fell from the sky.

Going down the trail always was faster
than going up, because you had the benefit of gravity working with
instead of against you. So we were headed down the mountain at a
pretty quick clip. We were making a fair amount of noise, too,
singing “We’re on the Downward Trail” and “Swinging Along the Open
Road” in six-part disharmony.

Bears are taught one very important
lesson by their mothers at a very early age; that lesson being:
when in danger, climb a tree. I’m sure the bear we encountered that
day must have been scared witless by the racket coming down the
mountain toward him. Remembering what his momma taught him, up a
tree he went.

Unfortunately, he climbed a
rhododendron.

Five of us passed underneath the tree,
unaware of what lurked just overhead. Mary Ann, dawdling behind to
examine a fungus growing on a log, wasn’t so lucky.

With a loud crackle and crash, the
bear tumbled down from above, tangled up in a confusion of tree
branches. He missed Mary Ann by an arm’s length.

The bear lay on the
trail for a moment, looking dazed. My sister, who had dived behind
the fungus-infested log when she saw what was hurtling toward her,
peeked out with her mouth agape. With an
embarrassed-sounding harrumph, the sort of noise only a
bear who has done something stupid can make, the dazed animal
jumped to his feet and dashed into the woods.

It had taken us three hours to hike to
the top of the bluff. We made it back down in about five minutes
flat.



I’ll bet that bear never listened to
his mama again.

 


 


The Bear Who Brushed Her
Teeth

 


Had I not seen it with my own two
eyes, I never would have believed bears brush their
teeth.

Then again, if you ever ate my
sister’s mock enchiladas, you’d probably want to brush your teeth,
too.

It was mid-August, two years after the
summer of Myrtle the ten o’clock bear and the bear who fell from
the sky, and we were back in the Smokies. Usually, we vacationed in
June, but that year my oldest sister, Mary Ann, had spent the first
half of the summer working as a church camp counselor, so our
family vacation was postponed.

I thought it was pretty awesome that
my sister was a camp counselor. The counselors were grown-ups,
after all, and if Mary Ann had grown up, I must be growing up, too.
It made me feel terribly mature.

Camp counselors learn to do a lot of
neat things, I discovered. Mary Ann returned from her counseling
stint knowing how to tie a sailor’s knot, whistle through her
fingers, and start a fire without using a match. Best of all, she
returned knowing how to make mock enchiladas.

Mock enchiladas were the best camp
food invention since pocket stews. First, Ann fried up a couple
pounds of ground beef, then dumped them in a big stewpot along with
a large can of tomatoes, some onions, and a lot of chili powder.
She simmered this concoction over the campfire for a while, then,
just before serving, added cheese and a big bag of Fritos corn
chips. They were greasy, spicy, and delicious. You could smell them
cooking all over the campground.

It was that delicious smell that
brought my brother Johnny and me running back to the campsite late
one afternoon. I mean, my brother John—he was becoming terribly
mature, too, and hated being called Johnny. We had been fishing
from a bridge crossing the river that ran through the campground,
but we hadn’t caught anything, unless you count the baby trout that
got stuck by the gills when he managed to swim through a loop that
had knotted in the middle of John’s fishing line.

Anyway, we rounded the bend in the
road and headed into the campsite. Suddenly, we both stopped dead
in our tracks. There was Mary Ann, standing on the picnic table,
screaming her head off.

And there was a bear, eating our mock
enchiladas right out of the pot, totally oblivious to the screaming
banshee chef dancing on the picnic table. She took her head out of
the pot just long enough to try to lick up a Frito that had gotten
stuck on her nose.

Now, bears aren’t afraid of screaming
tourists. Park rangers, though, are another story. (I mean, the
bears are afraid of the rangers; the rangers aren’t afraid of
screaming tourists.) Moments after John and I arrived on the scene,
a ranger came tearing through the campground, yelling his head off
and waving his official National Park Service hat at the bear. The
bear took one look at the ranger charging toward her, dropped the
pot, and dashed off into the woods.

We ended up roasting hot dogs for
supper that night.

Later that evening, Mom and I headed
to the bath house to brush our teeth before going to bed. We set
our toothpaste and brushes on the sink and went into the stalls to
relieve the call of nature.

I guess the bear heard that call too,
because while we were in the stalls, she came lumbering right into
the bath house. We knew it was the bear that had stolen our dinner
because she still had a Frito stuck on her nose.

I quickly scooted under the wall
dividing our stalls to keep my mom safe. Forgetting that mothers
are also terribly mature, I didn’t want her to be afraid. We didn’t
know what to do. We couldn’t just walk out of the bath house
without going right past the bear, so we just stood silently in the
stall and watched her through the crack in the door.

Which is how we know bears brush their
teeth. That bear grabbed the tube of toothpaste we had left on the
sink, and ripped it right open with her powerful claws. Toothpaste
went squirting out all over her nose and face, but she wasn’t fazed
in the least. She simply wiped it around her face and mouth with
her paw, then licked the inside of the tube clean. She even managed
to clean off the wayward Frito.

Startled by the sound of someone
coming up the path, the bear turned and dashed from the bath house.
Mom and I beat a hasty retreat, too.

If my Mom hadn’t been there to witness
the entire spectacle with me, I don’t think my sisters ever would
have believed me when I told them what happened.

Then again, I
did see it, and I’m still
not sure I believe it.

 


 


Animals Just Want To Have Fun

 


When I was a college student, I took a
lot of biology classes. I was eager to learn all I could about the
natural world and what makes it tick.

Some aspects of the classes were
fascinating. I loved growing bright yellow slime molds in agar
petri dishes. I adored splashing through ponds, gathering water
samples, then peeking through a microscope lens at the universe
that lived in a single drop.

Some parts, I hated. There was no way
I was going to dissect a live frog. In fact, I set one whole tank
of them loose, to the irritation and amusement of my wonderful
biology professor.

Some parts just plain
puzzled me. Specifically, the part where scientists said play
behavior in animals wasn’t simply animals having fun. Play behavior
was serious training in life lessons necessary for survival. Play
for fun was strictly the domain of Homo
sapiens.

This didn’t make sense to me. I’d had
a zoo of pets ever since I was small enough to walk to my
neighborhood dime store and buy goldfish with my allowance. I’d
seen kittens playing with string and puppies chasing their tails.
I’d seen hamsters run miles in a single night on their exercise
wheels. And they all looked like they were having a terrific
time.

But science said this wasn’t play.
This was kittens learning to stalk a mouse so they could eat, dogs
emulating their wolf ancestors bringing meat back to the pack, and
hamsters releasing energy their wild ancestors would have expended
searching for food. Play came down to the need to find food. It was
a matter of survival, not fun.

I had my doubts, but dutifully
answered exam questions on the subject in a manner that would make
the scientists (and my biology teacher) proud.

The advantage of being older and no
longer a college student is you no longer have to answer questions
the way the scientists and professors want you to. I am now free to
say, animals play for the sake of playing. I know; I’ve seen
them.

A gray squirrel was making a foray
from the giant maple tree where he lived to the sunflower seed
feeder outside my living room window when he was distracted by a
99-cent kickball my children had left in our back yard. The
squirrel made a giant leap from the tree and landed on the ball,
sending it skittering across the grass.

The squirrel stopped to scratch his
right ear furiously and ponder the situation. (At least, he looked
like he was pondering the situation. He may simply have been
dealing with a flea issue.) After a moment, he leapt to his feet,
put his head down, and charged the ball, sending it once again
flying across the yard.

He ran to catch up with it. Once it
came to a rest, he put his head down and charged it again, sending
it back toward the window. He’d run to catch up with it, then whack
it again when it stopped rolling. Sometimes, he’d jump on top of
it, trying to maintain his balance, always failing and rolling
off.

He did this for nearly fifteen minutes
before, like a child, he got bored with his new plaything and
returned turned to the business of raiding the sunflower
feeder.

A few weeks later, I was looking out
this same window when I spotted a grackle behaving oddly. He was
stalking something in the grass. Grabbing my field glasses for a
better look, I discovered it was a length of string, maybe six or
eight inches long.

The grackle picked the string up and
tossed it in the air. It floated back to the grass, whereupon he’d
pick it up and toss it up again. He’d squawk and flap his wings
excitedly each time he did this. On the third or fourth try, the
string landed across his neck, draped like a shawl over a woman’s
shoulders. This pleased him to no end. He strutted around the bird
feeder and the other grackles, squawking and flapping, looking like
as proud as a prom queen showing off her tiara. When the string
slipped from his neck, he began tossing it in the air again, then
tucking his head down, trying to get the string to land once again
on his back. He didn’t succeed, though, and after a few more
minutes, gave up trying.

Watching these creatures in my yard
got me thinking about another animal’s play behavior. River otters
have been filmed sliding down mud banks into water, only to climb
out, run to the top of the bank, and slide back down. They look
like kids at the neighborhood swimming pool on a hot day, sliding
down the water slide, landing with a big splash, then getting out
and doing it over again. There’s no survival training here. Just
fun.

Both the ball and the string stayed in
my yard that summer. I hoped to see the squirrel and the grackle
repeat their play behavior, but they didn’t—at least, not when I
was around to witness it.

Still, those two incidents convinced
me that wild animals do indeed play for the sake of playing. The
ball was no threat to the squirrel; neither was it food or a
potential mate. He attacked it because it was fun to do so.
Similarly, the grackle couldn’t eat the string. He didn’t even try;
every time he picked it up, he tossed it into the air like a child
tosses a ball or a boomerang.

When I was in high school in the early
1970s, we were taught what differentiated humans from animals was
our use of tools. Only humans made and used tools, our textbooks
declared. Since that time, of course, we have learned otherwise.
Chimps pick and trim sticks to use as fishing poles for harvesting
termites. They have to be taught by their mothers how to choose the
right length and diameter stick in order to be successful. Sea
otters will choose favored rocks to use as hammers and anvils for
breaking open shellfish. They float on their backs with their anvil
stone on their tummies, then smash the mussels and urchins and
other treats with smaller, hammer rocks. They, too, learn this
behavior by watching their mothers. Science was proven
wrong.

I have always been of
the firm belief that Homo sapiens
are no more special than the smallest of nature’s
creatures. Human, otter, squirrel, grackle … we are all children
of, and loved equally by, the Creator. We all have our roles to
play on this green planet we call home. It’s time for science to
admit play for the sake of play, like tool use, is not only a human
behavior. Sometimes, animals just want to have
fun.

 


 


Wanderlust

 


(Originally published
in SageWoman magazine, Winter 2003)

 


When I was a child my family did not journey
to exotic destinations or travel by jet or ship when we vacationed.
Rather, for several weeks every summer we would drive all over the
country in an old green Ford station wagon that sagged beneath the
weight of sleeping bags, a tent, various tarps, an axe, and several
bins full of widgets, ropes, and other assorted items whose
importance was understood only by my father.

We traveled in every
direction: the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia and Tennessee to
the east and south, the Colorado Rockies and the deserts of New
Mexico to the west, the cold shores of Lake Superior in Michigan’s
upper peninsula to the north. My father sang as he drove, his rich
baritone voice filling the car with silly folk songs like
The Old Apple Tree in the Orchard
and In the Blue Ridge
Mountains of Virginia.

Once we arrived at our chosen destination, we
would pitch our tent and set up camp in a rush so we could get to
the real business at hand—searching for whatever treasures lay
hidden in the protective shelter of the woods.

We chased butterflies and dragonflies, caught
salamanders and frogs, observed deer, bear, and once, to our awe
and delight, a gray wolf as she trotted purposefully through the
woods. We swam beneath waterfalls in cold mountain streams. We
hiked down canyons, up mountains, and across prairies.

Thus, my restless bohemian spirit was born, in
the back seat of a dusty old Ford station wagon.

 


Bohemian spirit. It’s commonly called
wanderlust, and it begins with a restlessness, a craving, something
inside struggling to break free.

Today, I am fighting it. I teach a
fiction writers workshop on Wednesday evenings; I have eleven short
stories to critique before the final class meeting two days hence.
But when I try to read, my eyes stare at the pages, unseeing; my
mind remain blank. Soon I give up, and turn my attention toward
baking bread, making yogurt, weeding my garden. Anything to bind me
to the place I call home. But wanderlust knows no boundaries, and
soon I begin to feel like a balloon that is dangerously close to
becoming over-inflated.

One can ignore such a symptom for only
so long. Today, I realize I’ve reached the point where my brain is
so shrouded in fog I am unable to concentrate on my work. I know
that only by accepting the call of the outdoors will I finally be
able to focus once again.

I also know it will be a temporary
fix. You can’t cure wanderlust. It isn’t a disease. Rather, it is
dis-ease, and the only remedy is to obey the calling of the road,
if only for a few hours time.

I pack a peanut butter sandwich and
water bottle, my weather-worn leather journal and favorite green
pen, and an ancient pair of binoculars with lenses too cloudy to be
of any practical use, and drive to a nearby lake. The journey takes
only an hour, and the lake isn’t technically wilderness—Central
Illinois hasn’t been wilderness for well over a hundred years—but
here, in the tranquil beauty of a quiet prairie blessedly spared by
the developers’ bulldozers, I am able to imagine myself hundreds of
miles from civilization.

As I sit by the lake eating my lunch,
I watch several gaggles of Canada geese roaming the shoreline. Two
downy goslings have wandered away from their parents. Lost, the
confused chicks waddle from family to family, searching for their
own. As the pair approach too closely a family other than their
own, they are chased off by an angry goose or gander nipping at
their soft feather-down backsides. The unhappy scenario is played
out time and time again, the goslings’ plaintive peeps becoming
more and more frantic.

Spotting a pair of geese with seven
other goslings floating on the lake, the two take to the water,
calling out with heartbreaking urgency. This time, their calls are
not rebuffed. A joyful cacophony erupts on the lake as the lost
goslings are surrounded by their brothers and sisters, then
tenderly herded back to shore by their parents.

They had been separated from their
family group for nearly fifteen minutes, which probably seemed an
eternity to goslings as young as these.

You’d think they’d have learned a
lesson about staying close to mom and dad.

You’d think wrong.

Within minutes, one of the chicks
wanders off again, peeping merrily all the way back to the water’s
edge. With a mighty splash, she jumps in the lake, swimming off on
another adventure. I smile ruefully, recognizing a kindred spirit
in the little gosling. I’ve always thought wanderlust was a human
condition. Clearly, I thought wrong.

While lots of birds migrate and
predators roam vast territories in search of prey, these behaviors
are genetically programmed. The survival of their species depends
on it.

This isn’t the case for
humankind. While our early Homo
erectus walked out of Africa and into
Europe nearly one million years ago, searching for food, following
the herds, once we figured out how to cultivate food the survival
of our species no longer depended on our ability to roam from place
to place.

But as I sit by the
lake, watching the geese, listening to the call of a red-winged
blackbird hidden in the cattail marsh and the soft
chit, chit, chit of a
ruby-crowned kinglet, I realize that, for those of us with bohemian
spirits, the survival of our souls just may.

 


 


Real Estate, Recycled

(Originally published
in the sun, May 5,
1995)

 


A beautiful crabapple tree grows just outside
my kitchen window. While the tree itself brings my family great
joy, the activity that takes place within its branches is the
source of even greater wonder.

Last spring, a robin chose to build her nest
within the branches of the tree. The branch she selected for the
nest afforded us a perfect view of her activities during the month
of May. We watched as she constructed the nest, twig by twig, and
as she sat patiently on the nest, day by day.

My little daughter, who happens to be named
Robin, was thrilled when she was the first to spot three tiny beaks
sticking up from the nest, begging for food. We watched as the
mother bird tirelessly searched for food, fed her young, then took
off hunting again. We watched as she settled down low in the nest
during a riotous thunderstorm, shielding her offspring from the
rain.

The babies grew bigger every day, and within a
few weeks they looked rather absurd, crowded into the tiny nest.
Then one day, they were gone. We didn’t see them leave the nest. My
daughter mourned their departure.

One year later, the nest remains in the tree.
It has deteriorated badly, wind and water taking their toll during
the passing seasons.

And yet, someone saw promise in the
dilapidated structure.

House finches have returned to my neighborhood
after being absent during the winter months. I awakened one morning
to hear the neurotic warble outside my bedroom window, which is
just above the crabapple tree. Peeking out, I spotted a little male
house finch, looking rather like a small sparrow who has
accidentally bathed in cranberry juice, singing his heart
out.

Every morning for a week, the little bird
awakened me. It was not long before he attracted a plain little
brown female finch. He had more than his beautiful, heartfelt song
with which to attract a mate. He had real estate.

Yes, the finch had decided the abandoned
robin’s nest held great promise as a nursery for little house
finches. He hopped around the nest, chirping its virtues to his
mate.

The female examined the structure closely.
Pulling rotting nest material from the bottom, she attempted to
shore up the nest with new material brought by the male. At one
point, the pair even attempted to weave a strand of tinsel,
scavenged from some long-abandoned Christmas tree, into the nest.
Did the male bring the tinsel for the strength and durability it
would provide the nest? Or did he think it was
beautiful?

My daughter watched the whole process with
utter enchantment, excitedly chattering about the baby finches we
would soon have.

Alas, it was not to be. Ultimately, the
finches abandoned the robin’s nest. It was simply too damaged to
repair, despite their best efforts. They moved on to another
tree.

My daughter has learned a lot about nature by
watching the life within that crabapple tree. Watching the baby
robins grow, observing the deterioration of the nest and the house
finches’ valiant efforts to repair it, has impressed upon her young
mind just how fragile life on earth is.

And how special, no matter how small the
creature.

 


 


Snowdrift

(Originally published
in Pan Gaia magazine, January–March 2006)

 


I was the first to spot the weak
fluttering in a bank of snow about five feet from the birdfeeder.
At first, I thought it was a piece of trash blown into the yard by
the raging north wind. It took only a moment to realize I was
mistaken. Dashing out into the blizzard, I found a little female
house sparrow suffering from severe hypothermia.

I recognized this bird. Missing an eye
and unable to see me, several times she had allowed me to approach
and fill the birdfeeder on which she perched. I had witnessed this
feisty little girl fighting for her rightful place at the feeder,
undaunted by the larger, stronger blue jays, cardinals, and
mourning doves that sought to drive her away. I admired her spirit,
her fierce determination to survive despite her
handicap.

This admiration stemmed partly from my
own experience with fighting for survival. Fourteen years ago, I
was gravely injured when a bolt of lightning struck me in the neck.
Had it not been for the kindness of a stranger who saw my shattered
body on the ground and called for help, I would not have
lived.

Perhaps I should have allowed nature
to take its course—survival of the fittest, and all that. A
half-blind sparrow probably wouldn’t survive in the wild for long.
Were it not for our birdfeeder, I doubt this one would have
survived. But then again, if that stranger in the parking lot all
those years ago had looked at me and thought it better to let
nature take its course, I wouldn’t have survived, either. I
couldn’t bear to watch the little bird freeze to death outside my
picture window. I gently scooped her out of the drift and carried
her into the house.

House sparrows aren’t a native species
to this country. They’re alien invaders that compete with the
native birds for food and nesting sites. But the birds aren’t the
ones at fault for this. Humankind is to blame. We’re the ones who
brought nonnative bird species here. Some species arrived with the
colonists, stowaways on board their ships. House sparrows were
intentionally imported in the mid-1800s, as were European starlings
forty years later.

In the late 1800s, no one dreamed
these alien invaders would compete with native birds for food and
nesting sites. No harm was intended.

But can we say the same thing for the
harm humankind causes today? We destroy bird habitat every time we
raze a forest or prairie to build yet another strip mall or
subdivision. We create food shortages when we spray our yards,
roadsides, and farmlands with insecticides and pesticides that kill
the birds’ natural food supply. In this modern age, we know these
reckless actions wreak havoc on the creatures that share our
planet. We do them anyway.

I am one
woman, I thought. I may not be able to single-handedly prevent the destruction
of bird habitat or the spraying of pesticide on a farm in Nebraska,
but I can help this bird.

My daughter filled a hot water bottle
while I wrapped the icy and seemingly lifeless little body in a
soft towel. We took turns holding the swaddled bird and hot water
bottle in our laps. Our old black lab did her part, too, her warm
breath cascading over the tiny creature fighting for life on the
wrong side of the picture window. If Snowdrift, as my daughter
named her, was going to die, she was going to die warm.

Within an hour, Snowdrift was
breathing normally again. Within two, she was taking a mixture of
sugar and soy milk from an eyedropper. By the end of the day, she
was slowly hopping around and pecking at seeds I scattered in the
aquarium incubator my daughter fixed up for her. She would eat
three or four seeds, then tuck her head between her feet and fall
into a deep sleep.

This greatly amused my daughter. “She
looks like she fell asleep doing a somersault,” she said. I agreed.
Snowdrift looked like a narcoleptic circus performer who had fallen
asleep in the middle of her act.

On day two, Snowdrift starting
fluttering her wings gently, as though exercising them, testing
their strength. She chirped softly to herself as she hopped around
her pen. Her naps became less frequent, and by the end of the day,
her head was tucked beneath her wing rather than between her feet
when she slept.

On day three, her fluttering became
more urgent, and her chirping took on a frantic urgency.

On day four, we let Snowdrift go. My
daughter wept as the little bird, realizing she was no longer
confined, spread her wings and took flight.

As far as my daughter and I were
concerned. Snowdrift was no less a child of the Universe than we
were. To turn our backs on her and allow her to die in the cold
would have been the same as turning our backs on a fellow human
being. Making the decision to try to save Snowdrift was really no
different from the decision to keep birdfeeders in the first place.
It was our way of making the earth a more beautiful place, one bird
at a time.

 


 


The Flipside Of Joy

(Originally published
in The Beltane Papers, Summer 2005)

 


There is a prairie near my house, an
oasis of wilderness in a sea of soybean and concrete. The prairie
is home to deer and coyote, prairie vole and quail. Once, to my
delight, a mother mink tumbled onto the trail in front of me, two
kits in tow. I watched in rapt disbelief—mink are very rare in this
part of Illinois—as they romped across the path and disappeared
into the tall grass on the other side. When I was certain they were
gone, I began to walk again, only to be stopped dead in my tracks
when a third kit came dashing out of the thicket, racing to catch
up to mom and siblings. I chuckled. Here was a kindred spirit. As a
child, I was always the one racing to catch up with my family on
hikes, too. There was always an interesting mushroom or salamander
that distracted me from the business of hiking. I wondered what had
distracted the kit.

I hike the prairie at least three
times a week, rain or shine, in the summer heat and in the snows of
winter. I like to take my journal and sketchbook and find a quiet
place along the willow- and sedge-rimmed stream that meanders
through the grass. There I sit and meditate, write, and reflect on
the beauty of this place where quiet joy and a childlike sense of
wonder are born and reborn each time I visit.

I dreamed of the prairie one night. At
least, I think I dreamed of the prairie, because I awakened with a
strong feeling that if I went out there I would find a pheasant
feather. As I lay there, trying to fall back to sleep, the feeling
became so intense that it engulfed me completely. Careful not to
disturb my sleeping children, I crept out of bed, got dressed, and
headed out the door. I arrived at the trailhead as a peach sunrise
splattered the eastern sky, lighting my way.

What I found was a disaster. Some
thoughtless thugs had thrown a party during the night in one of
what I consider the most sacred places on the prairie. Beer cans,
potato chip bags, and used condoms were strewn all over the place.
I even found discarded underwear and one sock. Delicate white
indigo and sturdy compass plants alike had been trampled and
crushed.

The job, the childlike wonder, were
gone. My heart flooded with grief.

I went back to my car for a trash bag
and a pair of work gloves. Then, I picked up every beer can, every
chip bag, the underwear, and the used condoms. My tears finally
flowed when I picked up a beer can and found a tiny prairie vole
inside, dead, probably from alcohol poisoning. And my grief
changed. It turned to rage.

 


I do not believe joy is the same thing
as happiness. I believe we are all meant to be happy. Happy is a
state of being, a feeling of contentment. We are happy when we have
food on our tables, a roof over our head, and work that inspires
us.

Joy, however, is an inchoate emotion
that rushes in to fill our souls like endorphins flooding an
athlete. It doesn’t creep up on us. Joy feeds our happiness. Joy is
what you feel when you awaken to a crystal blue sky after a week of
rain, receive a phone call from a long-lost friend, or gaze at your
baby’s face as she flashes you her first toothless smile of
recognition. It is hard to feel sad when moments of joy punctuate
our days.

However, the law of physics come into
play here. For every action, there is an equal and opposite
reaction, according to Newton’s third law, and emotions are no
exception to this duality of nature. Just as there is life and
death, heat of summer and cold of winter, yin and yang, there is
also joy and grief. The two are inextricably entwined.

Just as joy is not the same thing as
happiness, grief is not the same thing as sadness. Sadness is a
blip on our radar screen that temporarily interrupts the feeling of
well-being that is happiness. We feel sad when we lose a favorite
earring, miss the opportunity to see a concert because we waited
too long to call for tickets, or when a long planned for picnic is
rained out.

But if joy is an
endorphin rush, grief is akin to being swept away by a tidal wave.
Grief. hurts. The
British philosopher Edmund Burke said it well when he wrote, “If
(pleasure) simply ceases, the effect is indifference; if it be abruptly
broken off, there ensues an uneasy sense called disappointment; if the object be so
totally lost that there is no chance of enjoying it again, a
passion arises in the mind, which is called grief.”1

Grief is what we feel when someone we
loves dies, or something we love—like my prairie—is damaged or
destroyed. We feel grief at the end of relationships, and over
dreams unrealized.

Grief punches jagged-edged holes in
our happiness. We may come to terms with our grief and recover from
it, but it inevitably leaves us somehow changed.

 


Grief is not the birthright of humans
alone. In one version of the story of Artemis, the goddess was good
friends with—some say, betrothed to—Orion. Her brother Apollo,
jealous of the attentions his sister paid Orion, tricked Artemis
into shooting and killing her friend. The goddess was so filled
with grief that she turned Orion’s body into stars and shot him
into the night sky. Brigid, Celtic goddess of the fire, was so
grief stricken over the battlefield deaths of two of her sons her
keening could be heard throughout Ireland.

However, the tale of divine grief by
which arguably all other pale in comparison is the story of Demeter
and Persephone.

When Persephone was
snatched from her field of flowers by Hades, her mother Demeter
went crazy with grief. Homer described her pain in his epic
poem, Hymn to Demeter:

 


Bitter pain seized her
heart,

and she rent the covering upon her
divine hair with her dear hands,

her dark cloak she cast down from both
her shoulders and sped,

like a wild bird, over the firm land,
seeking her child …

so grieved that she never tasted
ambrosia or the sweet draught of nectar,

nor sprinkled her body with
water.

 


Learning her brother Zeus—who also
happened to be Persephone’s father—had given their beautiful
daughter to Hades as his bride, without so much as a word to
Demeter about his plan, caused the anguished mother first to strike
out with rage. She wandered the earth randomly torching field and
tree alike and even turned a man into a gecko when he laughed at
her. Famine gripped the land.

 


I thought of Artemis, Brigid, and
Demeter and their grief as I picked up the trash on the prairie,
and I thought of Mother Nature, Gaia. How did the Great Earth
Mother feel about her human children destroying the plants, the
flowers, and the grasses of the prairie, about causing the death of
the prairie vole? At the very least, she must be saddened at such
thoughtless behavior, like a human mother is saddened when her
two-year-old’s temper tantrum results in the breaking of a family
heirloom. If Gaia felt sad over the damage done to this tiny corner
of Creation, how did she feel about reckless acts of destruction
that affect entire ecosystems: the poisoning and over-fishing of
the oceans, the polluting of the air, the clear-cutting of the
forests?

Grief. She must feel grief.

“I make
daily time to meditate and listen, ideally in some place where I
have direct contact with nature,” writes Starhawk in her
essay, A Pagan Response to Katrina.
“And what I’ve been hearing lately, in company
with every other person I know who is in tune with the deep powers
of the earth, is anguish, distress, (and) deep
rage.”2

Anguish, distress, and deep rage. A
perfect definition of the word “grief.”

 


Grief requires action. Without action,
it is easy to slip into a depression so deep it feels the sun will
never shine again. This nearly happened to Demeter. When she had
given up all hope of every finding Persephone, rage turned into a
deep depression.

Yet even in this darkest of times, the
goddess found the strength to take action. She took on the shape of
a crone and, hiding her true nature, became a nursemaid to a family
of mortals.

Poor Demeter! A great goddess, but a
rather inept mortal. She loved the little boy, Demophoon, dearly,
and fed him not only mother’s milk but also on the ambrosia of the
gods. She even tried to make the baby immortal by immersing him in
fire. This plan backfired when she was caught by the child’s
mother, who, naturally, was just a bit distressed at seeing her
infant son being dangled by the nursemaid over an open
flame.

Cleaning up trash does not make as
dramatic a story as nursing and attempting to bestow immortality
upon a child. But that day on the prairie, as I picked up the last
remnants of waste, and as I gently laid the dead vole in the
grasses to be found by a fox or coyote and thus become, once again,
part of the cycle of life on the prairie, my grief slowly abated. I
had taken action, and that action had healed me.

I continued my walk, murmuring a
prayer of apology to Mother Nature for the senseless actions of
others. I was so lost in my thoughts I was scared nearly witless
when I flushed a bouquet of pheasants from a patch of little blue
stem grass. As they flew over the trail, a flight feather fluttered
down and landed at the edge of the trail only a few feet in front
of me, and I remembered what brought me to the prairie that morning
to begin with: awakening to the call of the prairie and the promise
of finding just such a feather.

 


Demeter eventually got her daughter
back, at least for part of the year. With Persephone’s return came
the spring and a celebration of new life. Demeter remembered how
kind Demophoon’s family had been and returned to them, giving them
grain and bestowing upon them the knowledge of agriculture. Joy
returned to the world—to the goddess at the return of her daughter,
and to humankind through the gift from the goddess.

In another time and place, Mother
Nature, Gaia, restored joy to my small piece of the world. I
couldn’t help but feel the prairie, a piece of Nature, a living
organism with which I have an intimate and intense bond, really did
awaken me from my slumber to come and mend its wound, and for
honoring that call I received a very special gift.

Would Demeter’s gift of grain and
agriculture have brought humankind such joy had they not experience
the grief caused by famine? Would my finding the pheasant feather
have been so special had I not been feeling such intense grief over
the damage done on the prairie?

All that lives, dies. What goes up
must come down. To the yin, there is the yang. To experience only
one element of any of nature’s dualities is no more possible than
having a coin with only one side.

And perhaps this knowledge—the
knowledge that grief has a flip side, and that flipside is joy—is
what makes grief bearable.
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The Bosco Incident

 


When I was a child, my parents would
take my three siblings and me on grand adventures through the
National Parks out east. I always took these summer vacations for
granted; it wasn’t until I was an adult and a mother myself that I
realized the incredible amount of planning it must have taken for
my folks to plan these trips. There were no MapQuest, Google, or
GPS systems to help them along.

My favorite destination was Great
Smoky Mountains National Park. But when I grew up, life got in the
way of me returning to my favorite park, my soul’s home. It wasn’t
until my daughter was seven years old that I returned to the
Smokies after a hiatus that lasted several decades. That year Robin
was seven, my sister Mary Ann and I took her to the Smokies for the
first time.

She was excited about camping out.
She’d heard my stories of roasting marshmallows on a campfire, of
falling asleep to the music of water dancing over rocks in Jake’s
Creek accompanied by an orchestra of katydids and cicadas. Mostly,
she’d heard my stories of the Great Smoky Mountain black
bears.

Robin really, really wanted to see a
bear. But she also was a bit afraid. As we lay in our tent,
snuggled deep into our sleeping bags, a car came down the
campground road, lighting up our tent as if it were high
noon.

Robin sat bolt upright. “Is that a
bear?” she asked nervously.

“Not unless bears have
headlights,” Mary Ann said.

The following day we took a horseback
ride through Cades Cove. It was just one of those trail rides where
one horse follows another up the mountain and back, but to a
seven-year-old girl, it was the thrill of a lifetime. We hiked to
Laurel Falls, where I hiked with my parents when I was Robin’s age.
At each venture, I took pictures. Lots and lots of pictures. I
still had a film camera back then; digital cameras existed, but I
was a traditionalist. I wanted my pictures on film. What did I
photograph? Mushrooms, mostly. I love fungus. Puffballs and morels
and turkey tails; you name it, if it’s a fungus, I’ve photographed
it. (Well, within reason. My neighbor Harry once had a toenail
fungus. I didn’t photograph that. But I digress.)

That evening, we took the requisite
drive around the Cades Cove loop. Cars crawl through Cades Cove as
the sun goes down; it’s the best time of day to see wildlife,
including bears. We turned down a side road toward the Primitive
Baptist Church, where bats fly around the bell tower at dusk. I
made a quick stop to take pictures of a lovely cluster of green
mushrooms growing alongside the rutted dirt road, then jumped back
into the car and slowly proceeded toward the Church.

Just as we rounded a bend in the
Primitive Baptist Church road, out from behind a tree stepped the
most beautiful juvenile black bear you could ever hope to see. He
wasn’t ten feet from our car. Robin stared at him with the most
worshipful expression you can imagine. The bear stared at us as if
trying to figure out if we were a vending machine that might
dispense a tasty treat.

This was the photo op I’d been waiting
for my whole life: to be able to photograph a black bear up close.
Slowly, so as not to scare the little guy, I raised my camera to my
eye, took aim, and … nothing. I was out of film. I’d used the last
six frames to photograph a cluster of green mushrooms. Six frames.
To photograph a non-moving subject. Mushrooms. Of which I already
had dozens of photos.

I stared at the bear, posing so
picturesquely right in front of me, then at my camera, out of film
because of a patch of green mushrooms, then back at the bear, who
was beginning to figure out we weren’t a vending machine and not
about to dispense a tasty treat. He turned and trotted
off.

That was the only bear Robin and I saw
that trip. I bought more film the next day; we drove back down
Primitive Baptist Church road again, hoping our little Bosco Bear,
as Robin named him, would return. But he’d vanished into the woods.
The green mushrooms were still there, as green and unmoving as
ever.

The first thing I did when I got home
from that camping trip was go out and invest in a digital camera so
I’d never run out of film again. But even though I saw black bears
on each of my subsequent trips to the Smokies over the next ten
years, I never got close enough to get a picture of one, or else it
was too dark to photograph them without scaring the daylights out
of them with a flash.

It was twelve years before I got another
up-close opportunity to photograph a black bear, this time, in
Sequoia National Park. In June 2009, I finally got my
bear.

But after the Bosco incident, I never
photographed another mushroom.
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