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A Word From The Editor:

What, And Where, Is
Nature?

 


 


The other day, my husband and I were taking a
drive through the Santa Ynez mountains of California. What from the
valley floor looked like a blanket of clouds covering the mountains
became a river of fog once we reached the top. We sailed down the
mountain road, afloat on this river, until we reached the viridian
hills below and the fog once again became a cloud
blanket.

This is nature.

Last week, we spent hours in the garden in
front of our house, pulling weeds, planting primroses, sowing
California poppy seeds around our back deck, watching a fierce
hummingbird barely two inches in length terrorizing other, bigger
hummingbirds at our backyard feeder, defending his food source from
all other takers.

This is nature.

A cardinal sits patiently on her
nest, only to have tragedy strike once the chicks are hatched. The
dragonfly dies that the raven who eats it may live. The wolf pack
takes down a sickly elk cow, thus strengthening the
herd.

This, too, is nature.

 


Nature’s
Gifts is a remarkable collection of
essays, short stories, and poetry that reflect their contributors’
intimate relationship with this planet we call home. Within these
pages you will read of places of exquisite wonder and beauty; of
our bond with the plants and creatures who also call Earth home; of
trillium blossoms and owls and salmon and how unique, how special,
each species is; about the fragile balance we can so recklessly
upset in the name of progress. Here, you will walk the trails of
Glacier National Park and explore the tidepools of Southern
California. Your heart will break, and your spirit will
soar.

My hope is that, through the pages of this
special anthology, you will develop the urge to get outside and
experience nature’s gifts for yourself. You don’t have to travel
far. Nature may be found in a window box planted with violas and
geraniums on a city apartment balcony or at a backyard bird feeder.
Wander a little further and you will find nature in a city or state
park. Or, plan a vacation to one of our magnificent national
parks.

Nature is in the tiny bee pollinating the apple
blossom and the grand vistas of a Montana mountain peak. Nature is
everywhere. You just have to look for it.

Nature’s gifts are for us all to
share.

 


Smoky Trudeau, Editor
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I Am Nature

 


by

Smoky Trudeau

 


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.

I am an Earth Mage. I am Nature.




 


 


Equinox

 


by

Robert Hays

 


Trees on the south slope, which stretched away from
the front of the house, were ice coated from the cold overnight
drizzle and glistened in the slanted rays of early morning sun as
if decked in strands of diamonds. Essie surveyed the scene through
the yellowed lace curtains of a living room window. She was
grateful for the sunshine. Two weeks of gray and dreary weather had
left her more despondent than usual.

Arthur had promised her brilliant winter days like
this. He’d built the house on the north side of the valley after
painstaking deliberation, calculating that the rewards of catching
the January sun would outweigh the penalty of added heat in July
and August. For insurance, he’d planted the fast-growing silver
maple trees at carefully plotted locations to afford summer shade
and, beyond these, the rugged catalpas in measured straight rows to
line both sides of the narrow gravel lane that led up the hill from
the main road. All this was a lifetime ago, and the trees were
mature now—stately reminders of Arthur’s intention that home should
be a place of permanence.

The maple trees were among Essie’s favorite heralds
of spring. One day they would be gray and barren and then,
virtually overnight, a delicate auburn fringe of buds commencing to
burst into blossom would appear and signal a new awakening. And the
catalpas called up memories of warm spring days when the children
brought her bouquets—clusters of the trees’ delicate white and
brown flowers spilling over the edge of their water-glass vase.
Before their ornamentation by the freezing drizzle, though,
Arthur’s trees had stood stark and skeletal, like stick figures on
a child’s slate, leaving her to worry that auburn fringes and
clusters of catalpa flowers still lay in the distant future.

“I’m beginning to think spring will never come,” she
said softly, as if speaking to herself. She actually was addressing
Plato, the devoted orange tabby cat who was well into his second
decade as her constant companion.

Plato rose and stretched, then surrendered the spot
of sunlight on the kitchen floor where he’d been sleeping and
walked toward her. Halfway there, he stopped and began to bathe.
Essie laughed and waved a hand dismissively. “Go back to sleep,”
she said. “I’m sorry I disturbed you.”

The living room window had become Essie’s sanctuary.
From here she could view the southern Illinois landscape Arthur had
so loved, this land between the rivers: a giant wedge of beautiful
wooded hill country bordered on the east by the Ohio and on the
west by the Mississippi. And from here she could watch the changing
of the seasons, the rhythmic cycles of winter dormancy and spring
renewal most apparent in Arthur’s trees. The seasons afforded
markers for life’s passing. At times she felt as though nature’s
changes were the only thing she had to look forward to.

This had not always been so. How many mornings had
she stationed herself at this same window and watched anxiously for
Arthur’s homecoming? And how many times had she felt the immense
relief that came with first sight of his tired old Ford pickup,
followed inevitably by a sense of guilt as she waited mute and
motionless while it turned off the main road and labored up the
lane toward the house? Relief because she always knew, deep down,
that one day he wouldn’t come home, and guilt because Arthur always
wanted her not to worry, always promised that he would take care of
himself so that she’d never be left to face the world alone, and
always insisted that God would see him through any dangers beyond
mortal control.

Essie understood that Arthur’s vow of well-being was
more from concern for her than from honest conviction. Too many
times she’d heard him speak with quiet reverence the names of
places like Centralia or Herrin or West Frankfort—sites of mine
disasters so terrible they were permanently engraved in the lore of
this region that God had either blessed or cursed with deep, rich
veins of coal.

Arthur was still alive on the dining room wall, in a
sober Larry Gelman photograph taken at the end of a night shift one
routine day at the mine. Arthur and eight others had just emerged
from the mine shaft, stepping out of the cage at the pithead and
squinting in the early morning sunlight, their faces smudged with
coal dust. They reminded Essie of a troupe of amateur minstrels
she’d seen performing in blackface at the little theatre on the
town square when she was a girl.

The tragedy struck three weeks after the picture was
taken.

Mr. Gelman had humbly presented framed prints to
Essie and a half-dozen other new widows as his lasting memorial to
the lost miners. She’d heard that the photograph had become famous,
published in a national magazine or some such thing, though she
never knew if that was true. All this, too, was years in the past,
but sometimes the pain still cut like a sharp blade, as if it were
new and fresh.

Coal miners’ wives learn to live with constant dread
as a matter of self-survival. Essie had always known that one of
the dark tunnels could become Arthur’s tomb. A cave-in, or a spark
and explosion, and miners’ lives would be snuffed out in the blink
of an eye. She had hardened herself against this possibility as
best she could. But she had not prepared herself for the
finger-pointing and the uncertainties, and closure might have come
more easily had it not been for all the lingering questions.

The worst part was the gossip. Because no one could
be sure what actually took place hundreds of feet below the surface
of the earth that day when the men died, rumors had floated like
dust in the wind during the weeks that followed. Blanche Griglione
had viciously proclaimed the disaster Arthur’s fault. She blamed
him for the loss of her Paulo because Arthur had been the crew
leader. Arthur surely must have led the men in the wrong direction
after the initial explosion, Blanche said, so they were victims of
the afterdamp and helpless to escape the subsequent blasts.

Essie felt guilty because she could not prove
Blanche wrong. She wanted to fight back and not allow Arthur’s good
name to be smeared by Blanche’s indictment. Arthur was an
experienced miner. His men trusted him. He never would have made
that kind of mistake. But she had no evidence with which to answer
the gossip Blanche had ignited.

The accusations were even more hurtful because
Blanche had been Essie’s best friend. From that day forward,
neither had spoken to the other.

For her own part, Essie had lain awake night after
night wondering what really happened. Only in recent years had she
finally resigned herself to living the rest of her life without
knowing the truth, beyond the fact that Arthur was gone.

Not that life with Arthur had been perfect. Arthur
had his faults. He was human, after all, and on occasion did things
for which he was sorry. Yet the shame was hers, because she always
assumed that her failings as a wife had somehow brought out her
husband’s darker side.

And she had not been left to face the world alone.
There were the children: Marybeth, their firstborn, who had become
the most precious treasure in Arthur’s whole universe, and Daniel,
man-child from the moment he drew his first breath and bedrock of
strength and support for his mother at a time when there was little
else to cling to. And the grandchildren. Her home had once been
filled by people she loved who loved her back.

Essie—her real name was Esme, but she considered
that pretentious—understood as well as anyone that her existence
could have been much more difficult. She had been fortunate to have
friends and family and she had been able to manage financially
thanks to the union’s contract with Morgan Coal Company.

But like most positives in her life, these had been
severely eroded over the passing years. Arthur’s life insurance
money was exhausted before the children finished school and, with
rising costs, the mining company’s once-generous widow’s pension
had been barely enough to survive on for some time now. Most of her
friends and family had scattered and disappeared like dry leaves in
the sweeping gales of November. Even the grandchildren were grown
and gone, so that Arthur’s permanent home had long since quieted
from the crying and laughter and incoherent babble of innocent and
sweet young voices. No sounds, no smells, no sights or touch of
other humans. Plato was the only other living being in her house
for days at a time.

Essie’s principal contact with the outside world was
Roland Quidry, the letter carrier who drove his Jeep up the lane
every day except Sunday and left her mail in a box fixed securely
to a cedar post Arthur had set deep in the ground. Daniel had
replaced the original mailbox a decade or more ago, and now the new
box had rusted and the hinged lid squeaked when it was pulled open,
but it was more than adequate for such meager deposits as Essie
could expect. She often sat on the shaded porch on summer days and
awaited the mailman’s coming. If he was on schedule, or at the very
least not running late, he’d sometimes stop and visit and express
his concern for her welfare. During the cold winter months he would
watch for Essie’s appearance at a window; then she’d wave and he
would wave back, and her connection with the rest of the world
would be complete for another day.

As she sat and thought about the ways her life had
changed, Plato brushed against Essie’s legs and gave her a stout
head-butt. This most gentle of creatures wanted and expected her to
notice his presence and let him know she cared that he was there,
that she received and accepted his love. And feed him, of course,
when he was hungry. Essie considered this a small price to pay for
his companionship.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mister Magnificent,” she said. “Your
breakfast is long overdue. You’re going to lose patience with me
one of these days, and I can’t blame you.”

Plato continued to rub against her legs as she
stood. She might have tripped over him making her way to the
cupboard, but she knew his motion and he knew hers. They had shared
close space for years and learned to step almost as one as they
went about the house. When Essie moved, Plato was nearly certain to
move alongside.

“You’re always under foot,” she complained good
naturedly. “One of these days I’m going to step on your tail.” Even
if he didn’t understand her words, Essie believed, the cat
recognized her moods. He was made contented by her talk. He rubbed
against her legs some more and purred.

She opened a can of his favorite food and spooned
half of it into his bowl. She put the rest in a red plastic
container which she covered carefully and placed on a top shelf in
the refrigerator. After that, with Plato’s immediate needs taken
care of, she resumed her watch at the window.

Down by the main road, a lone coyote hurried through
the frozen grass, watching carefully for any small game that might
make a meal. A red-tailed hawk flew circles high above it.

The sun warmed the bare limbs of the trees and the
ice began to fall away, first in little nuggets and then in long,
shimmering ribbons that shattered into hundreds of pieces when they
hit the ground. Some of the remaining seed pods on the catalpa
trees dropped with the ice. Across the valley, Essie saw a bright
reflection from the metal roof of Albert Johnson’s barn as it
finally caught a full share of the sun’s rays. Come spring, the
hills beyond the Johnson place would be blanketed with redbud and
dogwood trees that bloomed beneath the canopies of the tall oaks
and hickories before they came into leaf and concealed what lay
below. She longed for that season, longed for the fringes to appear
on Arthur’s maple trees.

Essie sat and watched the interplay of sunlight and
shadow until midday. She took little satisfaction in such change as
she witnessed, the ice-covered world beyond her living room window
no brighter once the sun had melted the ice away. The appeal of the
scene before her faded with the morning hours, like a movie she’d
seen too many times before. Would the bleakness of February ever
run its course?

Plato was hungry again. Essie tended to his needs
and fixed a sandwich for herself and made fresh coffee and sat at
the small kitchen table with Plato at her feet and tried to
remember other long winters. There was that terrible January
blizzard. Arthur couldn’t get through the blowing and drifting snow
and stayed at the mine for four days and nights while she was home
with the kids and running out of food for the table. But southern
Illinois winters were seldom as severe as that, and she couldn’t
think of any others that were particularly hard.

“This hasn’t been too bad a winter; it just seems so
long,” Essie said. Plato paid her no heed.

“If you’d been here in that blizzard you might have
learned to be less particular about your food. A few table scraps
would have looked pretty good.”

Plato looked up at her as if he understood and if
she was talking about food maybe he ought to listen. He stood and
yawned and came over to where she sat and threw a shoulder into her
leg and curled his tail around it the way he did when he wanted to
demonstrate his comfort with their togetherness. This is what Essie
supposed, anyway.

“When Arthur finally got home, he brought in a big
sack of potatoes and some canned goods,” she went on. “He wasn’t
sure when he’d be able to get out again. I know, we didn’t have you
yet. And I’m glad you didn’t have to go through that January. But I
do wish you’d known Arthur. He was a good man and you would have
liked him. Arthur was the only man I ever loved.”

Much to her own surprise and to Plato’s obvious
puzzlement, Essie suddenly began to weep. She stemmed the flow of
tears with a napkin and used it to wipe her nose. Plato watched
with an air of honest concern.

“I’m all right,” Essie assured him. “But you’re such
a sweetheart to worry about me. It’s just that sometimes when I
talk about Arthur …”

Plato still looked to be unsure. Essie leaned down
and stroked the back of his head. “You wouldn’t believe it to see
me now,” she said, “but I could have been right popular with the
young men if Arthur hadn’t come along when he did. I was only
eighteen. Maybe I should tell you sometime about Mister Pratt.”

In truth, at the time she met Arthur Essie had never
had a boyfriend, had rarely been alone with a man who wasn’t
family. She had been through the emotional turmoil of girlish
attraction, though, first with a high school history teacher and
later with a man who worked at the post office. She assumed this
was love. Her fascination with the history teacher went away during
summer vacation. The man at the post office, whose name was Marion
Pratt, posed a bigger challenge.

“Mister Pratt was a good bit older than me and still
lived with his mother,” Essie said, choosing to go ahead and share
the story with Plato now. “I’d seen him around town for years when
I was a little girl and never noticed anything special about him.
But one day I stopped to pick up the mail for my papa, and Mister
Pratt looked at me in a way no man ever had before. It was in the
spring, just after I turned sixteen.”

Essie did not need to stop and think about that day
before going on with her story. She remembered it well. All the way
home, she had considered the expression on Mr. Pratt’s face. She
worried that she had blushed visibly under his gaze, but Marion
Pratt had blushed too, and quickly looked away. That night before
bed, she’d studied herself in the mirror, hoping to see herself the
way Mr. Pratt had, and she was surprised by what she saw. She was
developing into a woman. And she was pretty. Still, she might be
imagining things about Mr. Pratt that weren’t true. She decided to
stop by the post office again tomorrow and see what happened.

“All I knew about men was what Aunt Lornie had told
me,” Essie said, carrying on her one-way conversation with the cat.
“Aunt Lornie loved to dress up and go dancing, and it seemed like
there was always lots of men who wanted to take her. My mother—Aunt
Lornie was her younger sister—my mother didn’t approve of the way
she behaved, but I thought she was real cool, as the young people
used to say.”

Aunt Lornie had been Essie’s favorite among all her
blood relatives. She’d often talked to her young niece about men,
telling about her own experiences, and her message in general was
that men weren’t much good.

“I wanted to talk to her about Mister Pratt,” Essie
went on. “At least give her a hint that a man had found me
attractive. But Aunt Lornie was away at the time, traveling in
Florida, I think. I couldn’t talk to Mama about such a thing, so I
was pretty much on my own.”

Essie thought back to her visit to the post office
after school the next day. She’d pretended to look at the patriotic
posters on the bulletin board and tried to watch Mr. Pratt, busy
waiting on customers at the service window, out of a corner of her
eye. He was watching her, too, and hard as she tried not to she
began to blush. She felt the heat creeping up her neck and into her
cheeks and wanted to turn and run, but Mr. Pratt finished with the
last person in line and called her to the window. She stepped
forward with a quarter in her hand and asked for two stamps. Mr.
Pratt carefully separated two stamps from a full sheet and slid
them across the counter.

“Here you go,” he said. “And happy equinox. It’s
nice to have more sunshine. Spring’s here for sure.”

He took her quarter and made change, counting the
last pennies carefully into her hand. His fingertips touched her
palm, and Essie had goose bumps on her arm. She felt as if Mr.
Pratt could see right through the flesh and bone that covered her
brain and read her girlish thoughts. How foolish she must look.
Surely he would laugh.

But Mr. Pratt hadn’t laughed at her then, nor at any
other time. He kept on looking at her in that way that made her
feel like her blood was rushing through her veins and causing the
back of her neck to tingle. Essie never mentioned her attraction to
him to Aunt Lornie or anyone else. But for years to come she still
had seen Mr. Pratt in a way that was unlike her view of other
men.

Essie told Plato, “I stopped by the library on the
way home and looked up ‘equinox’ in the dictionary. I’d never heard
of it before. I thought Mister Pratt must have been awful smart.
I’m embarrassed to say that for a long while I made up reasons to
go to the post office almost every day. And Mister Pratt always
noticed me.”

 


It was late afternoon when Essie heard the
unmistakable sound of Roland Quidry’s Jeep approaching the house.
She went to the window and waved when he stopped at her mailbox,
and he waved back, and in a minute he was gone. A heavy cloud cover
had obscured the sun, and the day had turned dark and depressing
again.

“I think the mail will have to wait,” Essie said. “I
doubt there’s anything out there worth risking a fall on the ice
for.” She spoke in the general direction of Plato, who lay sprawled
on his back in his favorite living room chair, sleeping
soundly.

Essie went to the kitchen to check his water dish.
She took the dish to the sink and rinsed it clean and refilled it.
She filled it too full. Water spilled as she carried it back to its
usual spot at the end of the kitchen cabinets and left a wet trail
across the floor. Angry with herself, she flung the dish across the
room, into the sink, with a loud clatter of breaking china. Plato
jumped down from his chair and ran behind a couch.

Essie clasped her hands to the sides of her
head.

“What’s wrong with me?” she said plaintively. “I’m
sorry, Plato—come on out, you know I won’t hurt you. I’m sorry for
being so silly. I’m just not myself today.”

She went to the hall closet and dug into a loose
mound of linens. There had been a time when she kept the closet
neatly organized, with towels and washcloths precisely arranged by
color and size and carefully lined up in tidy stacks separate from
the sheets and pillowcases, but she no longer bothered with such
effort. She picked the towel with the thickest pile. It had a
slight musty odor, but it would be fine for cleaning up the mess
she’d made.

Back in the kitchen, Essie got down on hands and
knees and began to blot up the water. She made wide circles with
the towel in hopes that she was cleaning the floor in the process.
She and Plato would be the only ones to know whether the floor was
scrubbed or not. She threw the towel, now wet and dirty, into a
laundry basket in the bathroom.

Plato gave up his safe hiding place and approached
the kitchen warily. Essie scooped him up in her arms and hugged him
to her and tried to reassure him.

“I’m sorry, kitty, you know I am,” she said softly.
“It’s like I’ve been in a gray mood, like the weather. Forgive me
for being an old grouch, okay? I’ll make some supper and we’ll both
feel better.”



She opened a can of chicken noodle soup—the
concentrated kind that needed water to be added—and let it simmer
on the stove for several minutes while she got Plato’s food and set
a place for herself at the table. Plato had regained his composure
with her stroking and his appetite as well. He was nearly finished
eating before Essie had ladled herself a bowl of soup and sat down
to begin. She wasn’t hungry. She ate only about half the soup and
dumped the rest down the kitchen sink drain.

The house was cold. Arthur had built it strong so
that it would last, but it was not well insulated and the old
furnace was not efficient. Essie got ready for bed early. She
pulled an extra comforter from the closet and laid it across the
foot of the bed. Plato would snuggle down beside her and help keep
her warm.

As she did every night, Essie said a brief prayer as
soon as she was settled under the covers. She believed in God and
heaven and took comfort in the notion that Arthur awaited her in
eternity. She didn’t pretend to know whether they would be together
in physical form, as they had been here on earth, or simply meet
again in spirit, and if she asked too many questions of herself her
faith was harder to sustain—especially now that she no longer went
to church.

She’d once found her church to be a place of
comfort, a place where her faith was strengthened and she could
enjoy the companionship of friends. These friends included Blanche
Griglione. And of course there were the hypocrites—people who said
the right things to Essie’s face after the disaster at the mine and
pretended to sympathize over the loss of Arthur but later whispered
behind her back, spreading Blanche’s nasty rumors. A few weeks
after the tragedy she’d vowed never to set foot in the church
again.

Arthur had never been a religious man. Even though
he professed faith that God would protect him down in the mine, he
hadn’t been inside a church since their wedding.

Essie prayed for her grandson Cody, serving time in
a Missouri prison for making and selling something illegal. She
could not remember what it was. Cody was Daniel’s child and bore a
striking resemblance to Arthur. He’d been only eighteen when he was
sentenced to two years, and as far as Essie knew the first year had
passed without incident.

Cody had always been something of an enigma. Daniel
said his son simply marched to the beat of his own drummer, but
Rachel, Cody’s mother, was less generous. She’d labeled Cody a
problem child from the time he was ten years old and had pretty
nearly given up on him by the time he reached his teens.

So far as Essie was concerned, she loved all her
grandchildren equally, and she had been careful not to interfere.
She and Arthur had raised Daniel and Marybeth to be good parents.
Anyway, times had changed, and who knew anymore what to expect of
children? “Kids today are different,” Arthur had observed many
years past, “and there’s just too many ways they can get in
trouble.” Essie had always relied on Arthur’s point of view; she
supposed things were even worse today.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Plato’s loud
snoring. She shifted her position so that he moved and the snoring
stopped.

“You’re even noisier to sleep with than Arthur was,”
she told him, and stroked his back until he was soundly asleep
again.

Still worrying about Cody, she wondered how Arthur
would have dealt with this troubled grandson. Arthur had been
overly stern with Daniel and tolerant to a fault with Marybeth,
never willing to admit to his double standard. There were times
when this may have been appropriate, as Daniel was always
challenging and rebellious while his older sister was a constant
model of good conduct. But Essie had seen how their father’s
attitude was reflected in the children’s behavior. She’d become
protective of Daniel and come to resent sharply what she saw as
Arthur’s outright mistreatment of their son. Arthur, she decided,
would have been too hard on Cody.

Arthur’s firmness had been his greatest failing, and
yet it was his sturdiness Essie missed most of all—the sense that
his strong arms would protect her from the terrors of the world.
She missed him physically. Purposely overlooking the dreadful
nights of abuse, she imagined him lying in bed at her side. The bad
nights were infrequent, after all, and not the true measure of this
man. It was only when he stopped at the tavern after work, when he
had too much to drink and came home angry and demanding, when he
wanted things Essie couldn’t offer, it was only then that he was
ugly and cruel, only on these long nights that she suffered his
impossible physical ultimatums and verbal insults and cowered in
the darkness concerned for her safety. She supposed all men were
that way and counted her blessings that Arthur’s anger rarely had
led him to strike her. Remembering the good Arthur, she finally
drifted into restless sleep.

Dreams come quickly. Essie is in a pitch-black
tunnel, struggling for breath in the foul air, surrounded by
silence. Then Arthur is beside her. He takes her hand. “I’m a good
miner,” he says. “I’ll lead you out.” His safety lamp lights the
way. There is a crosscut and to one side of it an airshaft and they
are in the sunshine and she lies on the fragrant grass and revels
in the beauty of the trees and flowers and a vibrant cloudless sky.
He comes to her. But it is Mr. Pratt, not Arthur, who makes love to
her and comforts her and brings ease to her tense body.

Essie was in a deep slumber when Plato woke her,
hungry and impatient. She felt as though she’d been asleep for no
more than a couple of hours, but sunlight saturated the room and
she knew it was late.

She got out of bed and stepped into warm slippers.
She trudged to the kitchen, where she fed the ravenous cat and
commenced to brew herself strong coffee. Plato’s appetite was
satisfied after a second serving. He curled against her feet as she
sat at the table and sipped her coffee, gazing up with an
expression of love and appreciation that brought the first crack to
the glum mask behind which she’d begun the new day. Essie smiled
and Plato purred and made apparent his contentment.

“It’s just you and me, Plato, and another winter
day,” she said.

Essie finished her coffee. Plato was alert, waiting
for her next move. She put on a coat and told him, “We’d best get
yesterday’s mail. Surely the ice is all gone now.”

Plato was at her heels as she carefully stepped off
the porch and made her way to the mailbox. The metal box was cold
to her touch, but not frozen shut as she’d feared, and she took
from it a couple of slender envelopes that obviously were not
important and turned back toward the house.

Plato had wandered off to one side. He suddenly
stopped and sat, as if on guard.

“Come on,” Essie said. “It’s still too cold for you
to play outside.”

Plato didn’t move.

Essie started to walk ahead, but Plato struck a
familiar attitude that meant he wanted her to come. A few steps
closer and she saw why. He proudly stood watch over a tiny yellow
flower, barely visible among the frozen blades of grass. He looked
first at the flower and then at Essie, as if determined for her
see.

She stooped and pinched off the tender stem,
separating the bloom from the frozen ground. Plato beamed with
pleasure.

“Oh, my,” she said, studying the delicate blossom in
her palm, “the first crocus. Such a pretty little thing to come
right through the cold and ice like that.”

The cat stood and stretched, arching his back and
digging first his front claws and then the back into the frozen
turf. Then he rewarded her with a firm shoulder-block and stood
purring at her feet.

“You just weren’t going to let me miss it, were
you,” she said. This was not a question, but a declaration of
praise. “I’ve been so cross, maybe you knew how much I needed a
sign of spring.”

And surely that’s what the hardy little crocuses
were—a sign of spring. They were here every year, popping up as if
from nowhere, perennial reminders that winter wouldn’t last
forever. The equinox would come. Balance. Nature’s routine, the
promise of long days of sunshine to warm the earth. Just like Mr.
Pratt had told her. How could she have doubted? It wasn’t the
seasons that were at fault, but her own impatience. Hadn’t she
inhabited her little space on earth long enough to know better?
Didn’t spring always follow winter? And had she not survived the
cheerless days of January by looking forward to April?

Essie’s outlook brightened. Before
we know it, she thought, the maple trees will be showing their red
fringe and the weigela and mock orange will be coming into
bloom. And we’ll be back at work in the
garden.

Her senses jumped ahead. It was as if she could feel
the soil, warm and moist in her fingers, as she thinned the lily
beds to make them more productive. The pink clematis on the
backyard trellis had stood the coldest weather well and should
bloom in profusion, and in her mind’s eye she saw the waves of
daisies that would transform the south slope into a sea of white.
Nearer the house, the purple coneflowers and black-eyed Susans
would brighten their surroundings, and she could almost smell the
clumps of watermelon-red monarda and hear the hum of the honeybees
drawn to the succulent flowers.

Now she felt almost giddy.

“I’d like more trumpet vine on the fence,” she said
aloud, “and this year I think I’ll try a planting of meadowsweet.
Yes, I will! Who cares if it’s just you and me, Mister Magnificent?
The equinox is right around the corner and we’re going to be all
right.”

Plato rubbed against her legs, then led her
home.




 


 


Trillium

 


by

Leah Mooney

 


The trillium will be blooming soon. Their
leaves have nudged up, new green on the forest floor. This is the
way it is: green and dark, a sudden burst of white blossom, a
scattering of stars anchored to the earth. Their perfume drifts,
earthy and sweet and permeates sleep, bleeds into dreams.

Waking in the night of a bloom, even the
most stoic and sensible find themselves believing impossible
things. Their limbs twist in damp memory. They find ghosts walking
among the trees, planets of longing risen in their throats.
Everything we are hangs in this dark.

It is said that if you pick a trillium, it
will rain. The sky will open up and wash you clean. Sometimes I
wonder how many have tried this. How many have been drawn into the
wooded edge, through brittle thorns and burdock, to cup the tender
white flower in their hands. There is no such thing
as desperate measure for those who wish to become as light, as
pure. Or for those who gather them for their roots and sneak them
into salads or teas, for they are said to stir the most potent of
love potions.

I admit the sight of them is magic enough
for me—the way they rise up from the dead, year after year,
delicate and white as they are. Their very existence is like rain,
a love potion caught in the warm moist air. They are so tender
among the rocks. They are so open in bloom, I find myself aching to
be the same in kind.

There is something to be said for renewal or
shedding the sorrows and aches we carry through time. There is
something to be said for the small prayers that our grief might not
find us again, or that if they should, they may be changed into
fodder. Let ourselves be changed so that we may grow from the decay
like new flowers. Let us root like delicate white blooms, tender
and protected among the rocks.

 


Blood Roots

I.

 


Before snow parts

from soil,

she blooms

delicate and white as

edelweiss, only resigned

how easily

her stem will snap,

bleed red

into skin

and earth.

 


II.

 


It is said, when they steadied

for birth, indigenous women,

gathered her stems,

her roots—

placed them beneath

their beds to

ward off

ill spirits—

the growling spasms

of their own

bellies, the splitting rush

of blood

in the water,

the way their cells

would betray

themselves and be called

Mother.

 


They placed them

on thresh holds,

bare cupboards—

They placed them 

beneath

their sleeping babies

to avert their eyes

from how delicate

a flower,

their faith.

 


III.

 


They are bits of moonlight

on the forest floor,

silk-white birds hatching

how eager they open

how softly.

 


How eager,

how hungry I am

for their bloom.

 


IV.

 


They are the only species

of their genus, Sanguinaria.

They are warriors—

weaker men have painted

their bodies with her blood

before battle.

 


Her blood is not unlike

morphine.

 


Her blood has been known to cure

cancers

of the skin.

 


But her blood

will dissolve you to the bone.

 


V.

 


She blooms,

delicate and white as anything

on the cusp of earth and ice.

Oh my child,

I tell her,

dig your roots deep.

 


—Leah Mooney




 





 


Spiritual Gardening :
Creating Sacred Space In Nature

 


by

S. Kelley
Harrell

 


Spending time in Nature is always personally
rewarding and energetically replenishing. Regardless of
geographical region or culture, gardening is perhaps the most
common and shared experience of Nature. Most people craft their
gardens meticulously with the same care that they choose wallpaper,
paint, window treatments, and accent colors to create areas with
special purpose in their home. Likewise, many people have a quiet,
secluded space in their homes designated for meditation or
spiritual purpose. By bringing a soulful consciousness to
gardening, sacred space can be created outdoors. In doing so, an
area for spiritual observation is created, allies are found in
resident Nature spirits, and a beautiful landscape is
cultivated.

As with all spiritual practices, foremost is
holding intention throughout tending the land, such that all
aspects of the garden’s creation and use are sacred. An important
factor in designing outdoor sacred space is to be very clear on the
purpose of the garden. Many create healing gardens that host plants
used in herbal tinctures, flower essences, aromatherapy, or
essential oils. In these functional gardens the intent is on
keeping the land spirits an active part of the growing and
cultivation of the plants, as well as tending the land and
processing the plant products with the highest respect and honor.
Culinary or vegetable gardens can be intensely spiritual
undertakings, making evident through the open rapport with plant
spirits the unconditional love they express in feeding their human
caregivers, as well as opening humans to the gratitude and
responsibility All Beings must participate in to healthily sustain
and thrive. Others create gardens where the space itself is the
healing agent. These gardens serve as places for meditation,
emotional support, etheric cleansing, or interplanetary and
otherworldly communication. For such gardens the emphasis is on
organizing the area for sitting, lying, or perhaps labyrinth
walking. Some spiritual gardens are created simply for the
appreciation of their beauty. With the intention for the garden in
mind, formally cast it into being by writing it down and speaking
it aloud to the land. It could later be given as an offering,
buried in the soil or by scattering its ashes over the land. A
possible intention for creating a sacred herb garden may be,
“Father, Mother, Creator, Spirit, my intention for the creation of
this sacred garden is to grow consumable vegetation for my family,
to sustain ourselves, and live in balance with the spirits who
provide our sustenance. I thank you for this opportunity.”

An existing garden can be made into a more
spiritual space by connecting with it much the way a new garden
would be created. Connecting with the etheric life force or soul of
the garden is a powerfully informative and bonding experience in
its sacred creation. For an existing garden or to begin a new
garden this bond can be accomplished by sitting in a comfortable
spot outdoors, and with the eyes closed, observe the area through
all other senses. To sensually experience an existing garden, sit
in it. For one that has not yet been established, find a
comfortable spot in the general area. Specify a starting spot from
which the extrasensory observation will begin. From the starting
spot, with the eyes closed and other senses engaged, experience
moving around the potential of the garden. Take notes. This
full-sense exploration may be visualizing moving through the space
in the mind’s eye, emotionally feeling the impressions different
areas evoke, or employing a sensory evaluation of the way areas
about the yard feel. Notice the scents, animal and ambient sounds,
temperatures, or elemental compositions of the area. Experience how
the area feels as a whole and how emotions shift as the senses move
through it. Observe any “power spots” or areas that feel more alive
and charged. Likewise, take note of areas that feel sluggish or
dull. Through the observation of the expanded senses, initial
connections with the plant spirits and land elders are made. As
well, each of these insights can give insight into what plants best
grow there, as well as their physical and energetic needs.

After making a complete examination of the
existing garden or potential garden area with all senses engaged,
from the same starting point as before, walk through the area
following the exact path taken with only the five senses tuned.
Again, make any notes on sounds, other vegetation, fragrances,
temperature, physical sensations. Stand in places that stood out or
felt energetically different from their surroundings. Notice the
feelings evoked as you share space with them. Make notes on any
plant life growing in current power spots or sluggish areas. From a
practical standpoint, note the soil in the area and how it manages
water absorption. Observe the space at different times of the day
to see what level of light it receives. Consider that hours of
sunlight change seasonally and how that procession will affect
plant viability. Note how the directions fall in the scope of the
garden. Insights from all of these levels are indicators for the
best place to locate a sacred garden and to determine what plants
to grow in it. Take time to repeat this bonding exercise several
times as part of the planning process for the garden’s creation.
This approach also opens channels for the garden's spirits to
communicate with their human caregiver.

Once you choose where to locate the garden,
it’s important to include the nature spirits of that space in its
creation. Part of the intention to connect with and influence the
space should be to address the needs and desires of the spirits,
devas, and ancestors of the garden, as well as to convey personal
desires for planting and cultivation. This soulful rapport should
remain a guiding influence in the manifestation of the garden, to
be repeated or modified as the garden evolves. Such an intention
might be, “Father, Mother, Creator, Spirit, I allow All That I Am
to connect with this space and its spirits, devas, and ancestors; I
honor the needs and desires of the souls of this land; I honor my
own sacred intentions for this land; I commit to the responsibility
of acting toward the highest good of myself and All Things in the
work that we do here. Thank you for feeding and watching over my
family and for this opportunity.”

Opening up to the spiritual inhabitants of
the land is vital in cultivating a sacred garden; however, mundane
aspects of gardening are as significant. It’s important to
understand what plant life thrives regionally. Looking at the
area’s native-growing plants might be informative enough for some,
but to understand growth patterns more clearly, reference a cold
hardiness zone map. These maps can be easily found online and can
help identify plants that will grow well by region, as well as
allow the cultivation of plants that may not be native but can
sustain the zone temperatures. While this step may not seem
particularly spiritual, having a grounded footprint in mundane
growth patterns expands the knowledge of plant life and can perhaps
give more insight into spiritual interaction plant spirits may
invite.

Relevant to the purpose of the garden and
maintaining a good relationship with the nature spirits is the
decision of how to care for and feed the garden. Organic gardening
is perhaps the most devout way to honor the Earth, to become an
active participant in its restoration and sustaining growth. The
biggest concern most people have in gardening is how to nourish
plants for the health of All, as well as how to maintain the
garden’s well-being without the use of harmful chemicals. Learning
how to cultivate organic gardens and creating green habits
throughout all areas of your life is feasible. Organizations
dedicated to this level of education can be found in most
communities these days, and there are books, journals, and Websites
committed to sustainable life habits. Ultimately, the best way to
maintain the integrity of the land lies in the unique commitment
and agreements made between the land, its spirits, and its human
caretakers. The land may need special tending to purge it of toxic
influences before the garden can be established. Determine this by
visiting the space in a full-sense exploration. Move through it to
get a feel, or even specific instruction from the land spirits for
how the land can be brought into balance so that it can be
healthily tended.

Designing the layout of the garden can be
based on the initial and ongoing observation of how the land feels,
as well as its daily cycle of sun and shade. Areas of greater
activity or lesser movement indicate points that may need to be
balanced. Any charged areas may be good places for benches, places
to sit and enjoy the unique life force flowing through that spot.
Likewise, a charged area may be a perfect spot for a tree or
particular gem or piece of art. In this way, items brought into the
garden have not only artistic appeal, but also cathartic purpose in
harnessing the life force of the power spot, continuing to draw
attention to it, as well as spreading that energy to other parts of
the garden. By the same logic, slower-paced areas may need a mirror
or fountain, something that draws life force to the spot and
facilitates its movement and flow with the rest of the garden. By
taming busier areas while enlivening sluggish ones, the garden
stays energetically balanced. Thus, those who visit the garden will
feel energetically balanced. Items that may help balance the garden
include meaningful statuary, special stones and crystals, colorful
or shiny tree decorations, or wind chimes. With this etheric
connection to the garden playing a role in its placement, the
garden can be appealing spiritually as much as aesthetically, and
will most certainly be more elementally balanced for the
effort.

When the garden, is assembled, invoke its
spirits. Call in the spirits of each plant, the elemental devas,
the items brought in, the spirits of the land, the elders and
ancestors who have watched over and protected it. The High Self and
Higher Power of the caretaker should be asked to enter the space.
The four directions, as well as above, below and within may be
appropriate to invoke. In prayer allow them to come in, and within
the connection to All That Is dedicate the sacred space to the
function and purpose for which it is intended. Let the Nature
spirits know that their healing energy and purpose will be
reflected through all efforts in the garden, as their life force
reflects the healing of Source.

In maintaining the garden, remember to tithe
to Nature as with a spiritual congregation. Certainly give it water
and fertilizer, but also bring it nourishment personally and
spiritually. With a sacred garden, a relationship has been created
that thrives on quality time spent not just tending it, but
visiting it. Just because the garden has been dedicated doesn’t
mean its spiritual purpose is completed. Maintain that connection
by routinely reviving its intention or creating a new one and
rededicating the garden. For special occasions, offer the garden
decadent treats, such as a new crystal or new colorful artwork.
Regularly investigate the garden's etheric health by walking
through it with the mind’s eye, feelings its balance and spiritual
needs. In this way the relationship to the spiritual inhabitants of
outdoor sacred space grows, as do the plants resulting from it.

Regardless of the purpose of the garden, the
benefits of observing spiritual gardening are limitless. Nature
abounds and is a willing ally offering transpersonal healing and
authentic Universal connection to any soulseeker. On the most
exposed, man-made, asphalt-laden rooftop of the world, with
consistent intention and earnest communion with the Nature spirits
of that area, a quiet oasis can be created. The calming
introspection Nature offers can be tapped into anywhere. In
reality, Nature is already sacred space. By creating a garden that
is dedicated to honoring its soul we merely offer a monument to
that fact, reuniting ourselves with that great wild.




 





 


where we are

 


the day has circled and passed, whose

residue glows in the west,

which will soon be gone, and

when it's out of earshot,

there will be the moon,

shaping the basics, and if

there be no moon,

we'll have the planets and stars—the

milky
way—to show us which

way is up, but, if

there be no stars, perhaps

the light of a distant town

will reflect against the clouds, hanging
down,

something to focus on,

yet, if clouds lay into

fog, and block-out all light,

it will be

night,

hands reaching out in front,

stepping careful,

inches at a time, or

sitting in place,

holding hands
in the dark,

our voices showing us where we are;

perhaps,

then,

we will learn how to listen.

 


—jeglaze




 





 





annie sullivan

 


garden not in

silence, for a

rose grows not in a

soundless

world, but in an existence

where sound is not perceived

 


yet, it's possible

that it might be perceived,

even conceived, though

merely unheard, and sight is

unseen

 


therefore,

haunt your roses

 


—jeglaze


 





 


Owl Pellets Aren’t
Poop!

 


by

Kimberlee Williams

 


I must have said that a
million times—“Owl pellets are not poop!”—usually to an elderly
woman (forty is elderly to a fourteen-year-old) who wanted to tell
me it wasn’t ladylike to reconstruct owl pellets to determine the
owls’ foraging habits and habitat areas. Humph. I suppose they wanted me to
learn to serve tea with my pinky finger sticking out?

No, owl pellets are the remains of an owl’s
meal, all compacted into a neat roundish, semi-flattened chunk of
fur, bones, teeth, and other undigestibles, and regurgitated, often
piling up beneath favorite cedar trees where the owl warily guards
her territory.

Before an owl pellet becomes a nice compact
mass of fur, feathers, and bones, the owl must catch its prey. Owls
are carnivorous and eat a wide variety of critters, including
birds, voles, mice, snakes, rabbits, skunks, frogs, and
insects.

Owls, like all birds, do not have teeth, and
they can't chew their food. Instead, they swallow their food whole
or in large chunks torn off by powerful beaks and talons.

After an owl swallows, its meal travels down
through the esophagus, then on through the proventriculus, and,
finally, into the gizzard. In the gizzard, the meal is separated
into two parts: bits that are digestible and bits that are not.
Digestible material continues to pass through the owl’s digestive
tract and eventually makes it way out of the owl’s body. Material
that is not digestible forms into an owl pellet.

Before the owl eats another meal, it must
regurgitate the pellet out of the proventriculus to clear the way
for the passage of the next meal into the gizzard.

The ancient forests of the Olympic National
Park on the western peninsula of Washington State is ideal
territory for owl pelleters, as I termed what I was becoming.
Fortunately, the alternative high school I attended had no regular
classes, instead allowing the generally precocious and often
expelled-from-other-schools students to develop areas of interest
and pursue those in a coordinated manner, incorporating diverse and
necessary areas of curricula.

To study owl pellets, I learned to camp
alone; pack a backpack through rivers and narrow forest trails,
crossing slick log bridges over whitewater rapids; navigate by the
stars (or my compass when it was cloudy); listen to the night
sounds and not be afraid; eat cold chili with my fingers from a can
opened with my trusty Swiss Army knife; remember to pack utensils
and a can opener; and identify and record many different owl
populations and their prey. Eventually, I could identify an owl
species and sometimes even the sex of the owl just by the sounds
and frequency of their calls. I built owl-watching blinds from
mounds of forest floor detritus and learned to sit quietly for
hours, waiting for the owl high in the cedar a few yards away to
finish regurgitating his meal. Several times, I was lucky enough to
actually see an owl expel their pellet and I was able pick it up
while it was still warm. Very exciting.

I probably extended the project five or six
times, intentionally. It seemed that just when I thought there was
an end in sight, a new adventure came around the corner. I couldn’t
ignore it.

And then there was the
class presentation required for completion of the project:
sixty-three dissected owl pellets, each on its very own card, Latin
names and all, Peromyscus
maniculatus (deer mouse),
Clethrionomys occidentalis (red-backed vole), and more. The fur I gently picked apart
with a dental pick I kept in a small pile in the corner of the
card, the skeleton of the owl’s meal reconstructed as best I could
using veterinary anatomy charts. Particularly difficult were the
proper placement of the many tiny vertebrae of snakes, each just a
tiny measure different from the next.

Hours and hours of painstakingly precise
attention to detail, all for a few dozen cardboard cards with
skeletons and small piles of fur or feathers. What a terrific
adventure!

And, no, owl pellets aren’t poop!




 


 


Home And A Broad

 


by

Kathi Anderson

 


What I first took to be a
grass lawn was actually a wide expanse of planted peanuts. The
shrubs and deciduous trees at the edge of the woods were laced with
lianas. Palm trees punctuated pine groves. Those were mountains on
the horizon, not late-summer thunderheads. And, at the mucky edge
of the pond, sleeping quiet as a mudpuppy, lay the cold-eyed,
hard-armored length of an American crocodile. This was
not the rolling, wooded
hills of southern Indiana.

For world travelers and city people, maybe
Costa Rica isn’t so exotic. But my folks always stayed put. Travel
for us meant a six-hour road trip for a family funeral. I was
raised on white food: chicken, pork, noodles, bread, potatoes,
salt, milk, Karo syrup, apple pie. We were deeply suspicious of
brown bread, yellow cornmeal, red peppers, black beans, dark beers,
and mysterious fruits like pineapple, and even more apprehensive
about the places those colorful things came from.





Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11426
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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