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“There are two ways to live your life.  One is as though nothing is a miracle.  The other 

is as though everything is a miracle.”  – Albert Einstein  
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Drink 

 

THE DONUT SHOP IS long since closed, lost in the dark wee hours between 

too late and too early, but now the signs for fresh coffee and pastries are flashing in 

alternating red and blue light. My cloudy mind races, eyes frantically scanning the 

adjacents woods for an escape route. But an Irwin Township police car is in front of 

mine, and another behind it in the deserted parking lot. I am boxed in; I have no moves 

left. I am at authority's mercy now, the next move is theirs. There is no way out this time, 

the cunning fox with its leg finally caught in a steel grip, after so many times eluding the 

trap and getting away with the bait.   

It is dreamlike now to be caught. Sweat beads on my forehead, and my heart is 

pounding out of my chest - pounding with fear. I watch the scene from outside my body. 

This can’t be happening. Thoughts of doom rattle around in my head, heavy breaths come 

in irregular gasps, and the empty feeling in the pit of my stomach is bottomless. This 

can’t be real. Not here. Please, not now. 

A police radio cackles loudly as the officers move in, my face suddenly lit up by a 

too bright flashlight, reflecting back my terror-filled, bloodshot, dilated eyes, yanking me 

violently from the car and into the present.   

“You have the right to remain silent...” bellows one officer. But the words don’t 

register in my fuzzy, dull brain; they are coming from a movie I am watching, not my 

life.   

“Anything you say can and may be used against you...” the bad dream continues. I 

hear myself admitting understanding in a wavering, cracking voice.   

The other officer roughly turns me around, his full body weight pressing into my 

back, securely pinning me against the car while my hands are twisted into the handcuffs. 

The cold metal cuts into my wrists, cuts through my bleary consciousness with the shock 

of an unexpectedly cold shower. Someone rudely pushes my head down and stuffs me 

impatiently into the back of the cruiser. 

 

I am helpless now. And it is strangely...liberating. In the dark and quiet of the 

police car, my breathing slows and my head starts to clear. For the brief ride to the 
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barracks, a calm peace descends upon me, because there is nothing I can do about my 

situation now; it is up to the universe. A weight on my chest I didn’t know I carried is 

lifted. Like a fugitive finally caught after years on the lam, the pressure of constantly 

being on alert, always on the run, always trying to make my own way, is released. My 

fate is in the hands of the gods now.  

I am caught off guard by the relief in the midst of such an ordeal. Is it a sign? Isn’t 

this what I have been looking for? Maybe that’s why this brief glimpse of genuine peace 

strikes me. But it doesn’t last long. 

“You really screwed up my night!” scowls the irritated, burly Sergeant back at the 

barracks, clearly not happy about processing paperwork instead of patrolling. He barks 

short orders. My fingers are smeared with black ink, and a hollow-eyed mug shot is 

taken, reflecting a ragged, drawn and disbelieving face that is not me. I am tagged and 

numbered like cattle, an intimidating and dehumanizing process, exactly as intended. It 

brings home the seriousness of the situation with the force of a pipe bomb exploding in a 

small room, blowing up my present. What now of my future? 

Jesus, how did I get into this mess? How did I not see the warning signs? Am I 

really that stupid? This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. I’m a 46 year-old finance 

professional. I’ve got a wife and two kids, a house in suburbia. I’m an outstanding 

member of the community, Volunteer of the Year at the East Suburban YMCA last year, 

for Chrissake sake! Give me a break, I don't deserve this! This wasn’t in my plans! How 

did this happen? How did I get here? 



 5 

Pray 

 

WELL I DIDN’T expect the butterflies. It’s just a simple Retreat, and I am just a 

participant. But there it is, a nervous apprehension, as if I’ve been repeatedly invited here, 

but have always declined and now have to face all my lame excuses. 

Maybe it’s the darkness. I can’t see anything familiar, and I travel alone. I zip my 

coat up tighter to ward off the chill. I know the magnificent canyons are out there, I know 

I am surrounded by incredible beauty, but I can’t see it now, in the pitch blackness. I feel 

very small. Yellow eyes from unseen creatures in the field alight in my dim flashlight 

beam, and a bright-eyed fox scampers across the path twenty feet in front of me. It is also 

eerily quiet, the only sound my own breathing and footsteps. The lights of the lodge do 

not seem to be getting any closer, despite my brisk pace. 

There is something about the darkness, the complete lack of artificial light in an 

unfamiliar place, especially in a big wilderness; it creates an anxiety. A big part of this 

fear of darkness stems from the relative uselessness of my most relied upon sense, sight. 

But where there is faith - or desperation - enough to walk through fear, other senses are 

revealed.  

I know that the next time I come through this canyon in the darkness, after seeing 

it in the light of day, it will feel different, more familiar, more comfortable, the faith that 

the red rocks and towering cliffs are out there despite not being able to see them 

confirmed, the anxiety vanquished.  

Tonight, though, with equal parts desperation and fate, I choose to trust that this is 

the right way, that I am in the right place. There is a sense that I am supposed to be here, 

too, finally accepting an invitation extended long ago. It lends an element of mystery, 

maybe even discovery, to the darkness. The curiosity pushes me on with anticipation, 

pushing me through the fear.  

After all, I am in a spectacular slice of the desert, a place so inspiring it is called 

Zion. Zion National Park in southern Utah is the location for a four day Personal Retreat, 

presented by the Center for Soulful Living, where we will explore our all-inspiring Spirit 

and Nature among the towering rock sculptures of the park and kindred spirits.   
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I stumble on an unseen rock, nearly losing my balance, derailing my thoughts. 

Really, I’m going to a Personal Retreat in the desert? Despite the faith that got me here, 

my doubts travel with me, too. Me, the former altar boy, now disowned Catholic, part 

time atheist, full time skeptic - why did I voluntarily put myself into this position? This 

isn’t how it’s supposed to be! I’m a middle-aged, smart guy with my head on straight, a 

professional with a good career path living the American Dream. Why am I out traipsing 

in the desert, looking for myself, searching for meaning?   

What am I looking for? Aren’t I supposed to know by this age? I’ve got 

everything I can possibly want, I’m supposed to be reveling in the materialistic rewards 

and comforts of twenty-plus years of well paid employment, easing into my cabana chair 

on the beach, getting fat and happy.  

All I know is that something deep inside is telling me there is something more, a 

different path for me - and I can no longer ignore it. Dammit, this wasn’t in the plans! 

And now here I am out in the desert on a whim, chasing something I can’t even name. 

This is not me! How did I let this happen? How did I get here? 

But so many signs have pointed me here, despite my choosing not to see them for 

so many years. So many paths have led me here, in spite of my meandering choices. 

Finally life has either conspired to force me to start paying attention to my signs, or I’ve 

grown weary of avoiding them. 

 

The warm lights of Zion Lodge are welcoming, chasing away the darkness and 

setting aside, for now, my doubts. I honestly don’t know what to expect. I’ve never 

attended an event of this nature, and it certainly is way outside my comfort zone. It does 

not fit into my linear patterns of thinking and living, patterns that define me, patterns that 

cage me. But it feels right, and despite my nervousness, and I vow to listen with an open 

mind, to follow my heart, and to follow the signs, wherever they might lead… 
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Love 

  

 I'M SURE IT LOOKS like a normal family dinner at a nice Italian restaurant to 

the casual outside observer. A mother and father with four kids, two girls and two boys, 

enjoying a fantastic dinner of pasta and salads and steak and pizza for the little guy. 

Amidst the clatter of dishes, the smells of warm bread and steaming pasta mix with the 

sounds of laughter and lively chatter and the tastes of rich sauces and red wines. 

 But there is very little normal about this gathering. The paths taken to get to this 

table seem destined, if not downright miraculous. Nothing is taken for granted anymore 

by this hodgepodge group, certainly not something as simple as a family meal and 

genuine laughter.  

Most would not notice the two empty chairs at the table tonight. But they occupy 

the positions of honor to the six people gathered around. These chairs, they can never be 

filled. Forever there will be an important piece missing from everyone here - from every 

family meal, every milestone celebration, from every family vacation and from every one 

of those times where you just want to share with your best friend, where you just need the 

guidance and security of mom or dad, or the comfort of a spouse when you’ve had an 

impossible day. Or when you just want to be a normal, complete family again. 

 

 This past year has been numb, terrifying, sad, sometimes hopeless, and mostly... 

empty, so empty. Those empty chairs are everywhere – at the kitchen table, where one 

boy struggles to understand algebra, and the other boy struggles with the patience needed 

to teach it when he is exhausted after a long day. At dinner, served at eight o'clock at 

night, entrees from the freezer only half eaten because the boys appetite is left littered in 

the candy wrappers and chip bags of convenience when Dad is not home. Such a far cry 

from the gourmet meals and homemade breads they are used to! And at the baseball field, 

where my youngest boy wears shoes a size too small and baseball pants too dirty because 

I just don't have the time to take care of those things on my own.   

 Empty chairs are at the school chorus concert, where I sit alone in an auditorium 

seemingly filled only with couples. At the Thanksgiving table, where everyone else has a 

spouse to pass the butter and salt. On family vacations, where most share an evening 
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stroll on the beach hand in hand, but I walk alone. And worst, at night, when the black 

hole of the empty side of the bed threatens to swallow me whole.   

 How do you recover from the big losses? How do you move forward? Certainly it 

seems impossible at first. It is a struggle just to get through all the daily chores. The big 

things, like mourning, maintaining the house, or refocusing on a career adrift, are left 

undone, untouched. They all seem out of reach. And certainly there will never be time or 

room in my heart again for love.  

Most crushing, though, is the simple loss of normalcy – please, how about just 

one meal as a whole family again?   

 And yet as impossible as this all seemed a year ago, here it is now, this near 

perfect meal, shared amongst these beautiful people. The most improbable guest of all? 

Happiness. 

 

 How can this be? How did I end up at this table? This isn’t how I could have ever 

dared imagined it at the depths of my despair. I'm a 48 year old unemployed widower, 

unsure of everything, with a future completely unknown, a broken man struggling just to 

keep my kids safe, to stay on track and sober. Happiness? This wasn’t expected nor 

deserved, that’s for sure. Wow, how did this happen? How did I get here? 

 

 Sometimes you just need to follow your signs... 
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IT’S ONLY IN HINDSIGHT that I see the arc connecting these three events. It 

is only looking back that I understand that each of these episodes was a vitally important 

part of my way. 

I wish I could say I trusted where I was going, through all the wrenching changes. 

But I didn’t; I fought all of them. Ironic, isn’t it, that the nature of life is change, yet we 

put such tremendous amounts of energy into resisting change. I am no different. 

 I wish I could say I had faith all along that things would work out. But that is not 

true either. Funny, I had to question my faith to find it. It wasn’t pretty.  

I wish I could say that I didn’t give in to the fear that obscured my signs, that led 

me far off my path, but I often did.  

If only I had known when I was going through these ordeals that “the difficult 

times we fear might ruin us are the very ones that can break us open and help us blossom 

into who we were meant to be,” as Elizabeth Lesser so gracefully teaches. I didn’t always 

understand that we need our trials and tribulations to wear us down, to break through the 

fear and the barriers constructed over a lifetime, built to protect us.  

It is only when life truly deconstructs us that we finally see the wisdom of our 

own hearts. And that is precisely when we need it the most. Indeed, it was only when I 

was completely devastated, when all seemed lost, that I found the courage to finally listen 

to my heart, to recognize my signs, and start walking my path... 
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"In the middle of the journey of our life, I found myself within a dark woods, where the 

straight way was lost." – Dante Alighieri, Inferno 

 

 

 

Cairns 
 

 

 

I LIKE TO HIKE and backpack through the wilderness, the more remote the 

place the better. I feel most true to myself there, amongst the rocks and trees and animals 

and isolation. I like the sting of a cold wind on my face, the hot burn of muscle ache at 

the end of a long day on the trail, and the feel of a silence so big and complete it creates 

its own presence, raising the hairs on the back of my neck, forcing my attention to the 

moment. Out in the big empty I can hear myself think clearly, without distraction. Alone 

in the wild country, I notice my heart beat, and give myself permission to listen to my 

soul’s wisdom.  

It was in the backcountry of the desert southwest where I first encountered cairns. 

Paths over hard sandstone cannot be marked permanently, lost to shifting sands and 

constant erosion. Trails here lack the permanent impression of a hard-packed path 

through a lush damp woods, so hikers stack rocks to show the way in the desert, to mark 

the route when no trail is seen. 

Cairn. Pronounced karen. Karens if plural. A tower of stones, clearly not natural, 

perhaps manmade, perhaps divined. An orderly pile of rocks, some simple, just a few 

stones; some ornate, stacked to the sky in intricate balance; depending on where you are, 

and what you need.   

 They are hard to see at first; they blend in, you have to train yourself to recognize 

them. The simple ones, maybe three stones stacked atop one another, are often the most 

valuable, for they are often the ones encountered the farthest from the trailheads and 

popular locations. They are the ones way out on the edge, where you need them most; the 

ones in real wilderness.   
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It’s easy to miss your cairns, your signs. Your signs and your path are as unique 

as your fingerprints, and often only you can see them. I’ve blustered right by many of 

mine, too caught up with the crowd, unable to break away from the pack when my path 

diverged. We’re taught to follow the crowd, encouraged even; and it’s usually the easier 

route.  

Sometimes there are just too many choices. We can be and do whatever we want - 

twenty paths diverge in a wood now. How do we choose? How do we decide what is 

really important? How do we know who we really are, what we should do, who we really 

want to be? If we haven’t done the homework, we won’t recognize our signs. We won’t 

see the cairn marking our trail.  

It’s especially easy to miss my signs when I’m not paying attention, too busy 

building a career and raising a family. “I'll catch up tomorrow, or next week”, I bargain. 

Now twenty years have gone by; surely I’ve gained some wisdom. But it's still not easy. 

Compounding the issue, there are now self-serving distractions that have become very 

important to me, that want only to deter me from my true path. I give in to these 

distractions too often. 

The result is that most of the time now I feel downright lost. Most of the time I 

don't even bother to search for my cairns anymore. It's much easier to just follow the 

money, to give in to materialistic diversions, to go with the way of the world, led astray 

so easily by my vices. 

But my path is now littered with the wreckage of once bright and shiny desires - 

fast cars and new houses, a buzzed and glamorous lifestyle - that have lost their luster. 

They ring hollow, their happiness impermanent, I realize now, only after having spent a 

tremendous amount of time and life energy to obtain them. Worse, a voice inside tells me 

that they only served to distract me from my true path - and now time is running out. It’s 

time to get real. 

 That’s why I like rocks. Rocks are real. They are permanent, solid, unchanging - 

unlike me. I am a doubting Thomas, my faith as impermanent as the happiness I sought 

in material possessions. Rocks are the opposite of faith - tangible, sturdy, simple. I can 

touch them, pick them up, kick them, build with them.  
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Stack these simple objects into a cairn, and they take on a power; the power to 

show the way. To a disillusioned and wandering soul, finding a cairn when I think I am 

hopelessly lost is like finding a lifeline, like finding a long lost map. It is an answer to a 

prayer. The question now becomes – are you ready to follow? 



 13 

THE HARD TRUTH IS, you have to want to be found; honestly want it; 

desperately want it. This simply doesn’t happen when we are comfortable. It happens 

when life doesn't go as planned, when the house of cards is crashing down, when there is 

no way out in sight, only rubble all around. Rock bottom is what AA calls it. It's a lonely, 

scary place. But it is also the only place solid enough to start building a real foundation. 

Even from this desolate place, you still have to ask for it, genuinely, humbly. 

Nothing is granted if you don’t ask. We always have the choice to not ask, too, to just 

give in to the destruction. But if you decide you truly want it, and then honestly ask for it 

- it suddenly isn't just a feel-good, gimmicky idea anymore. It becomes something you 

have to work toward. That work starts at rock bottom. 

 It's about this time that you learn how to pray. I'm not talking about rote prayers 

memorized in Sunday school, impersonal and indecipherable benedictions enforced with 

rulers on wrists and penance. I'm talking about authentic prayers from a broken heart, 

prayers prayed from knees on the hard ground. Rock bottom is often the place of our first 

honest prayer.  

But that doesn't matter; what matters is that it is true, and that you are finally 

ready for your answers, for your path to reveal itself, on its terms, as your heart truly 

desires it - not as you or the world think it should be. It doesn't matter how you pray, for 

your prayers are as unique as your path. It doesn’t matter what God you pray to, either. 

What matters is that your prayers are genuine. From your knees, with a busted open heart 

and an honest request put forth to the universe - will come a sign, a clue, pointing you to 

what you truly desire.  

Now comes the hard part – do you follow? Following your path is always a 

choice. This is where your path gets its power, its meaning – and ultimately, it’s truth and 

its deep satisfaction and peace - from your free will to choose it. It is not always the 

easiest choice. The question, now that your prayers have been answered, is “Will you 

have the courage to choose the right path for you?” 

  

My nagging whisper doesn't go away.  

 “Are you ready now?” the voice seems to ask, losing patience. 
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 Wrinkles form around my eyes. Wow, when did this happen? It’s time to start 

being honest.  

Or maybe it’s time to just give up.  

Once again I am at a crossroads. I can either start paying attention to my cairns, 

start doing the hard work of what is right, and finally find my way - or I can just look for 

something to make me feel better about my choices and my honesty (or lack of it). 

Alcohol has always been my distraction, my alternative and detour around the hard truth 

of choices. She is waiting for me again.  

Which path will I choose?  
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Part I –Escalante 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I ... had what Kierkegaard called 'the sickness of infinitude,' wandering from one path 

to another with no real recognition that I was embarked upon a search, and scarcely a 

clue as to what I might be after. I only knew that at the bottom of each breath there was a 

hollow place that needed to be filled. - Peter Matthiessen, “The Snow Leopard” 
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 I COULD USE A cairn now. 

 I have been lost in the desert now for two days. Okay, not lost; I have a general 

idea of where I am. I know I am paddling somewhere along the Escalante River, in the 

remote southern Utah desert. But I am not sure exactly where I am paddling. None of the 

landmarks that I can see from the river canyon bottoms match what is on my map. And I 

have lost track of the canyons I was supposed to be counting two days ago, when the 

rain-swollen rapids of the chocolate river required too much of my attention. An 

unsettling fear has quietly joined me, the confidence I had at the beginning of the trip 

eroding with each day that I don’t know exactly where I am, replaced with the nagging 

worry of doubt. 

 The plan was to test myself. I needed a remote location. Somewhere big, 

unpopulated. The Escalante desert, part of the Grand Staircase-Escalante National 

Monument in southern Utah, fits the bill. Nearly 3,000 square miles, almost 1.7 million 

acres of colorful sandstone cliffs soaring above narrow slot canyons, far from any towns 

or cities. The Escalante was the last area of the United States to be mapped, and is still 

considered one of the most remote places in the country. Far from people, far from my 

normal life, that's what I wanted. 

 The Escalante River itself is also a challenge. No roads cross the river once it 

leaves the little town of Escalante, Utah. There are no boat ramps or put-ins along its 

twisting path to Lake Powell, only footpaths, far from trailheads. True, most of the year, 

the “river” is more like a creek, walkable in the dry months, runnable only during the 

spring snowmelt runoff season, and only if conditions are right. But as with all canyon 

rivers, pinched in upon itself by steep sandstone cliffs, when it floods, it is a formidable 

foe. 

 I wanted something new, too, a challenge, something I had never done before, 

something outside of the ordinary, outside of my comfort zone. Growth only comes at the 

end of our comfort zone, and I am in need of some growth. So I dished out the 

considerable money for a packraft. As the name implies, the raft packs down small 

enough to fit into a backpack, and is made from military grade (hence the expense) 

lightweight durable polymers. It’s portability allows one to hike deep into remote river 

canyons, and then float out.  
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 I also wanted adventure, a real physical challenge, to really test myself. So I set 

up a 100-mile backcountry triathlon, biking and rafting and hiking through the desert, 

pushing my old skills and limits and learning new ones. I wanted something colorful, too, 

to take me out of the beige of office life. I wanted something to test my outdoor skills, to 

test my manhood. I wanted something to place me squarely in the present, far from my 

domestic fears and worries. 

 And I wanted – needed? - to go alone. So that any failures or success could not be 

attributed to or pinned on others. So that I would be forced to confront my demons, head-

on, alone, mano y mano. So that I might earn the courage I need to follow my true path, 

the one that really scares me. 

I suppose this is also a self-imposed right of passage. Some might call it a mid-

life crisis, but I am convinced if we still had real rites of passage to adulthood, we 

wouldn’t need fancy sports cars in our mid-forties. Unfortunately, real rites of passage 

are all but extinct in our comfortable, modern culture, though clearly the need for them 

remains. Certainly it has for me.  

I’ve done what I am supposed to do to succeed today – but it has proven hollow. I 

know I should have taken different paths in my life, but I’ve never had the guts to follow 

the road less traveled. I’ve seen my cairns leading off in a different direction, but I’ve 

pretended they weren’t for me. I’ve been too afraid to follow. 

Life has now conspired to force me to confront these fears, to address my honesty 

to myself. Life is short, it is precious, I know now. It’s time to start living, time to 

confront my fears head on, the fears that have been chasing me into the night, the fears 

that obscure my path, that blur my cairns. 

Those fears are bubbling over right now. My little plan is in jeopardy. 
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THE BEGINNING OF the trip was wonderful and went perfectly according to 

my meticulous plan. The first day I traversed the spectacular Kaiparowitz plateau after 

leaving the little town of Escalante, traveling the dirt Hole In The Rock road to the Egypt 

Canyon trailhead by car. From there I shuttled my rafting equipment down to the river, 

hiding it in a small canyon shelf near the bottom, before returning to the cliff top to 

camp. The view from the top was spectacular, white-capped mountains in the distance 

across the endless painted desert plateau, complete with a sneak peak into the canyon that 

I would descend the next day. Thunderstorms rolled across the plateau that night, the 

fierce winds gusts filling my tent and ears and mouth with fine sand and threatening to 

blow my tent into the abyss that night. But it didn't phase me. I was adventuring! The 

excitment started at the base of my spine and bubbled up until it tingled through my 

whole body. I felt alive! 

At dawn the next day, I stowed all my backpacking equipment under a big juniper 

dripping with blue-gray berries, then rooster-tailed it down the red dirt roads by car to my 

ending trailhead at Redwall Canyon. Here I ditched my rental vehicle deep in the remote 

desert, and then pedaled the same 26 miles back across the desert. The pedaling was 

difficult, with unrelenting headwinds stinging my face, filling my ears, adding grit and 

the taste of dirt to my spit. Deep sandtraps in the valleys sucked in my fat tires and 

occasionally forced me to push the bike, but the effort was worth it as my spirit soared as 

freely as a downhill coast on a road bike. 

 Back at the cliffside trailhead, my biking gear replaced all the backpacking gear 

under the juniper. The gear and a week and a half’s worth of food and whiskey is now 

packed and shouldered and shuttled down into the canyon in late afternoon, to join my 

hidden rafting equipment. The remainder of the day is spent packing and sorting gear for 

the next part of my adventure, a packraft down the Escalante River. Camped out of the 

wind, protected by an alcove, broad-tailed hummingbirds darted among my colorful 

equipment while the sun set. A long and hard but satisfying couple of days. 

And the following morning, I blew up my little raft, stuffed all the remaining 

equipment and supplies into dry bags, and shoved off down the river. 
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 The first day on the river was uneventful. I was more worried about scraping 

bottom in the shallows and enjoying the spectacular scenery than any technical skills that 

I might lack, but it did give me the opportunity to learn how to kind of control my craft. I 

started to feel a little better about not having any experience in packrafting, having only 

taken the vessel out once before this trip. I'll be okay, I can do this. I made camp at 

Moody Canyon, on time and basking in the the confidence of my plans as the orange 

evening alpenglow spread over the cliffs and the orange-crowned warblers flitted among 

the willows.  

 But big thunderstorms roll in again overnight, and the river has risen substantially 

by morning. It is a chocolate swirling mess at daybreak, the clear water gone, and I don't 

see a big drop-off rounding a river bend not far from camp. I'm thrown from the raft. The 

cold water ambushes me, closing over my head and stealing my breath. Instinctively I 

hold onto the raft and my paddle with all my might, until my pfd forces my head above 

the torrent, eyes wide open, coughing out water. I somehow start to pull myself half back 

into the raft, knees still banging unseen rocks underneath. I take the next set of rapids half 

in and half out of the raft, until the river spits me out around a bend on a smoother 

section. 

This happens twice more today. Wow, I am shaken – my rafting skills aren't up to 

the river’s challenge. I can’t afford to lose any of my equipment, I have no backup plan 

or others to help, I have no other way out. Any route walking out from the river is 

blocked by steep canyons, and has no reliable drinking water away from the river. Doubt 

floods in, replacing confidence.  

 Doubts force me to shore too often now, too, portaging the rocky embankments a 

lot instead of running the rapids. I am cold and wet, taking too much time, getting way 

behind schedule. The sky is darkening again, with thunderheads sparking with static 

electricity and building higher. Night is encroaching fast. Nothing looks familiar, and I 

have no idea where my planned, safe campsite might be. I don't know where I am... 
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IT’S FUNNY, THE circumstances that are presented to us at the pivotal 

moments in life, when we are asked to make choices. The people who surround us at 

these times, the folks who come into our lives seemingly from out of the blue, the folks 

that unexpectedly leave, the situations we find ourselves in, the opportunities presented to 

us. Are these circumstance simply coincidence, cosmic accidents, meaningless 

happenstance junctures that just take us along for the ride? Or are they mapped and 

guided by a divine plan, for some “higher purpose” that we just can't see at the time, that 

we have to accept on faith?   

Whatever they are, no matter what you believe, there is no escaping the fact that 

we must bear the consequences of these choices. We are shown various paths at these 

points, and we have to make decisions. Do we have a path, a vision of where we want to 

go, or are we following the crowd? Do we have the tools and courage to make the best 

choices? Do we make these choices out of fear, the fear of being laughed at and ridiculed, 

the fear of walking a lonely path, the road less traveled? Or do we make these choice 

guided by courage and conviction and an inner knowing?  

I know I’ve made some of my choices out of fear in the past. I wasn’t always lost. 

But I have to go back a long way to remember that... 
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I AM A SMALL CHILD, maybe seven years old, climbing into a small clump 

of trees in the fields that surrounded my suburban house in western Pennsylvania. I enter 

by worming through a portal at the base of two of the larger trees, and the dramatic 

change from expansive to intimate catches me off guard. It is a new private world, 

changed in its perspective from the wide-open grassy fields that surround it. This world is 

bounded by the tangles of stems and trunks of the pioneering sumac trees, and forms a 

green universe unto itself. It makes its own rules.   

It also hides me from the rest of the world. I can be myself in here. Now I am just 

still and reverent, like being in church, just taking it all in. The fields and woods are my 

home, a place where I find comfort and refuge. This new universe soon accepts me, and I 

it, and it comes alive with new gifts. The sounds in here are different. The rhythmic 

bounce of a far off basketball fades and is replaced by the quiet rustling of leaves in the 

slight summer breeze. The light is different, too, the harsh bright yellow of summer 

replaced by green of every hue, softer, more muted, filtered through layers of leaves 

It is peaceful, too, self-contained, and once comfortable, I am filled with the 

anticipation of new discoveries. As I am still, just observing, just being with this new 

universe, a common yellowthroat enters. Since I am now a part of this world, he does not 

mind my presence, and flits casually through the undergrowth, its natural habitat, 

working right up to me. 

What a handsome, tiny bird, only a few inches in length, but with a bright yellow 

breast and leaf green back, broken by a jet black mask from bill to wings. So beautiful, 

but his beauty and intricacy is only revealed in close proximity, only when one truly sees, 

like a child does.   

So alive, a bundle of energy, always moving, its aliveness brilliant as it stares into 

my eyes from only a couple feet away. We connect, this tiny creature and I, and I feel his 

boundless energy, I feel his life force, and I feel his joy, his innate joy, in just being 

alive…it is my joy too. 

And in my joy, all is possible. I feel all my dreams can come true, I can feel the 

goodness that is me, deep in my heart, the true me. I am deserving and destined for good 

things, for big things, for great things, for greatness itself. I am deserving of love, and I 
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will give perfect love. I can feel the peace and unconditional love of the Creator, one with 

me, that I was born with. 

 

There are still times when I am wrapped up in doing things I love, even now as an 

adult, when I have glimpses inside, deep inside myself. I feel the good in myself at these 

times, I feel the peace, I understand everything, and I have a deep sense of knowing, the 

same as in my yellowthroat thicket. But I can’t hold on to this for long. It’s like the brief 

parting of a thick fog, allowing a glimpse of the truth before it is swallowed up in 

mystery again. 

As I grew older, these special feelings of knowing happened less frequently. I am 

still offered glimpses occasionally, though they are briefer now, usually hemmed in by a 

need to get back to responsibility and deadlines and the anxieties of the “real world.” 

Maybe it’s on a peaceful walk in the autumn woods, the colors and slight chill in the air a 

reminder of walks with mom in my youth.  Maybe it is in the glow of accomplishment, a 

private, hard-earned kudos for surviving a work challenge that seemed impossible when 

it was handed down, and tested my talents and perseverance and dedication, but also 

forced me to stretch and grow.  Maybe it is in the embrace of a lover, when eyes meet 

and souls catch, when the stare deep into each other is as endless as the universe itself, 

and is the perfect reflection of myself. It’s the same reflection and peace shared with a 

tiny warbler, too.   

I knew this place as a kid, but somewhere along the way it is forgotten. It has 

taken me years to recognize as an adult that this space inside of me, deep inside, this 

place of calm, this place of knowing, this place where I know everything is right, is real.  

It is a place where my true answers are known, where everything makes sense, where I 

know the secrets of my universe, if only I will listen. Here I don’t need the approval of 

others, the guidance of parents and teachers and ministers, the approval of a boss, or the 

crutch of alcohol  – I have everything I need, and I just know.  

Somewhere along the path of growing up, that knowing and trust is lost. I begin to 

give in to the doubts and expectations of the world, to be what it expects of me, not what 

I want to be. 
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“OKAY CLASS, JOEY is going to show and tell us today about his gorgeous 

painting!” beams Mrs. Kirminsky over her thick glasses.  

Her bun is pulling back her auburn hair and stretching her wrinkling face just a 

little too tight, and her lipstick is a shade too red for her age, which we third graders all 

agree is ancient. I have to maneuver wide around her derriere, dressed in a floor length 

floral skirt, to make my way to the front of the class, past her smiling face.  

She give me an embarrassing discrete wink, revealing my teacher's pet status. My 

ears burn red and cheeks flush. Oh god, I hope none of my classmates noticed. At least 

she didn't pinch my cheek and wipe my smudged face with a Kleenex. 

Show and tell is the opportunity to share with my classmates something we love, 

something that is dear to us, something that makes us tick, makes us happy. In third 

grade, four foot tall and a skinny fifty pounds, with messy hair sticking up in the back, 

two teeth missing, and wearing my Catholic school required clip-on tie with one nub end 

sticking out of a wrinkled collar, I proudly strut in front of my peers to talk about my 

favorite thing in the whole world - pheasants. 

I have painted a picture on cotton paper, a brilliant male ring-necked pheasant, a 

watercolor masterpiece that used my entire palette. I have poured my heart and soul into 

this painting, trying my childish best to capture their beauty, and now I want to share this 

beauty with others, who will surely see what I see.   

 

Why pheasants? This I still cannot answer. I was all of six or seven when this 

started. Maybe it was innate, or maybe it was the bird mobile that hung above my crib 

when I was brought home from the hospital. Whatever the reason, I took genuine 

pleasure in watching birds, especially the pheasants that gathered under the neighbor’s 

bird feeder.   

I can still to this day hear the loud kork-kok!, followed by a flutter of wings - the 

call of a male ring-necked pheasant. Growing up in the early 1970’s in Western 

Pennsylvania in a brand new suburban cul-de-sac cut into an abandoned old farm, the 

sound was a common one. On bright spring mornings, the call would rouse me from my 

bed. The pheasant was my favorite bird, and as best as I can remember, it more than any 

other bird sparked my interest and fascination with all things avian. 
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The male has a head of dark green iridescent feathers that rise to a slight ridge 

along either side of his head, forming a double crest. A white collar rings his neck and 

gives the species its name, contrasting brightly with the iridescent green, and a bright red 

patch of bare skin surrounds his eyes and forms red wattles below it. Various shades of 

rufous, cream, brown and black cover his torso, in intricate patterns. Far from the 

“mottled browns” described in the field guides, these patterns are complex, maze-like, 

intricate. They sucked me in, begging for their study and for the recognition of the beauty 

in their symmetry and simplicity. By age six or seven, I knew these patterns intimately, 

knew which part of the bird each feather I found came from, and I knew that each feather 

fit in exactly where it is supposed to fit, perfectly. 

The most prized feathers, of course, are the long, elegant, pointed tail feathers, 

which may exceed a foot in length. His tail is the male pheasants' most prized possession, 

his ruby red sports car, his calling card for a female harem, declaring his worth as a suitor 

and father, so much more worthy to pass on his impressive genes than a rival with a less 

spectacular tail. 

And notice the females do – how could such a gaudy display be ignored? She is 

smaller, and can't afford the extravagances of her mate in her role as primary caregiver to 

a large brood of up to a dozen young chicks, but she is beautiful in her own, nurturing 

way. Her mottled browns and blacks compliment her handsomely and provide the cryptic 

coloration necessary to protect her while she incubates her large clutch of eggs. She too, 

sports the intricate, perfect patterns, if one is willing to see and study, which I did, 

voraciously. 

It's easy to see how a young boy could become so smitten with such an impressive 

couple. I began stalking the birds, sneaking into a homemade blind – just a picnic table 

covered by a couple of blankets, with peepholes cut out - in my suburban backyard that 

bordered a field. I would creep in there in the cold before dawn, sometimes dragging my 

unwilling sister with me, sometimes solo, and spy upon the group of ring-necked 

pheasants up close. Seeing them only a foot or two away was a fantastic thrill, the biggest 

thrill I knew at that stage of my life. I took genuine pleasure in watching birds, especially 

these ornate and exotic pheasants.   
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At night I poured through field guides, marveling at the ten thousand different 

species of birds of every size, shape and color, wondering if someday I might see some of 

these exotic creatures firsthand. If I couldn't get to Papua New Guinea to see the Birds of 

Paradise, maybe I could at least learn to paint these gorgeous creatures, starting with 

these introduced Asian exotics that inhabited my backyard. And if I couldn't paint them, 

maybe could study them, like the authors of my bird books and ornithology journals did. 

I didn't stalk and study pheasants because I was supposed to, I didn't read 

everything I could about pheasants because it was assigned. I did these things because I 

liked it, it felt good, because it struck a chord deep inside of me. It was my passion, my 

bliss; it called me, and I followed, without question. 

 

And so I stand in front of my third grade classmates for show and tell, back 

straight and chest out, proud to present my pheasant picture. It is a beautiful painting, if I 

don't say so myself, and it reflects a talent well beyond my young years.  

“I’m going to be a famous bird painter like Roger Tory Peterson, or maybe a bird 

scientist. That’s called an ornithologist” I beam, throwing out the big word.  

Mrs. Kriminsky beams too. 

“Or maybe I’ll be both someday” I declare. 

My sixth sense picks up on a slight murmur. Something is wrong. I suddenly 

decide not to tell them of my mom reading me ornithological journals before bed every 

night.   

My classmates are starting to fidget, and giggle. It begins to dawn on me, with 

abject horror, that they are laughing at me, laughing at my pheasant dreams and my 

pheasant painting and ornithological aspirations. With wide eyes and flushing face I start 

to stutter, and abruptly cut short my planned speech that I have worked on so hard, the 

speech that I envisioned being applauded.   

Mrs. Kirminsky chastises the class, which makes it worse. Now I just want to run 

away. I want to crawl under my desk and just disappear. I want to disappear into my 

woods back home, where no one can see me, where I am hidden from the world. In the 

rising din I slink back to my desk and make myself as small as I can. 
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Taunts of “birdman” follow me after my presentation and for the remainder of my 

grade school days, a reminder of my humiliation, made worse because Mrs. Kirminsky 

hangs my pheasant picture up in the classroom, right behind her desk, for the next three 

weeks. I just want it down, I just want it gone, I just wish I would have never told anyone 

about pheasants and birds and Roger Tory Peterson and the silly paintings that I spend 

hours studying or of the bird books that I pour over. Worse, because I am Mrs. 

Kriminsky’s class pet, and everyone knows it, she points out to the class everyday for 

weeks how good my painting is, reopening the taunts and the wounds daily. 
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I KNOW NOW, over thirty years later, that she meant no harm, and was in fact 

encouraging me. I also know now that my classmates meant no harm either, and probably 

forgot about the whole thing before they got on the bus that day. But that is not how my 

third grade brain chose to process the experience. I chose to remember only the taunts 

and humiliation and wanting to hide and be small. I also vowed to bury all of this, and 

never open up my true self in public again. Just go with the crowd, blend in, it is too risky 

to follow my path. 

Dumb, I know. I wish now I would have told my parents about this, or talked 

through it with someone I trusted, anyone. But I didn’t, I kept it all inside and 

rationalized it with my eight year old brain. I got into the habit of discounting my true 

desires if they were unique or a little bit weird. I quit looking for my path, and took the 

road everyone told me to take. I would  just go with the flow of what the world wants of 

me.  

Of course this is highly encouraged in our consumeristic, materialistic world. Get 

a job, any job that makes money, and buy our stuff – our stuff will make you happy. It’s 

easy to get sucked into this trap, too. The allure is especially shiny to a confused teenager 

who had to struggle with not having all the stuff and opportunities others had, after my 

father passed away. 

So when it came time to choose a major in college, there was nary even a thought 

of studying ornithology, or of painting. I do recall thinking about it once, until I read the 

average starting salary for a birdman, and realized I would have to continue on for a PhD 

if I was serious about making a living studying birds. And everyone knows artists are 

starving. No sir, I need money as soon as I graduate, to start paying off my loans and 

buying up the good life.  

And hey, I kinda like Finance and Economics, and careers in that field pay pretty 

well. So at 17 my unfinished juvenile brain set my professional course. I was genetically 

lucky enough to have decent smarts, and I didn’t have to kill myself to excel in school 

and graduate with great grades, and soon I had a full time finance job, a bright future, and 

a good salary. All the tools of a good, happy life. 
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Well now I am a 44 year old financial analyst trapped in a job I hate. There are 

consequences to not following your true path, I know now. I realize this every Sunday 

night, when the dread of Monday morning and my too big work to-do list and my fears of 

job insecurity chase me deep into the night. Money and stuff does not equate to happiness 

if it is not earned while being true to yourself. I realize now that this is part of my 

unhappiness, that I am looking for my pheasants too late, that I am unhappy with my 

choices made for the world, not from my heart.  

But now I am now facing the biggest challenges of my life, and all of my choices, 

paths, and my honesty to myself is being put to the test. Work and career is strangling my 

soul. My family situation is strangling my heart.  

I feel hemmed in by my choices, by my commitments and obligations. I am also a 

husband and father now, too, this is no time to be chasing pheasants. I will stay in this 

situation, kept here by a sense of duty and obligation, and by a need for health insurance, 

for as long as I must.  

But I will escape into the desert for a week or two, to try to remember a little of 

myself, my real self, whenever I can. 
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AND NOW I AM stuck on a sandbar along the wild Escalante River, well below 

the debris line, lost and scared. Thunder rumbles off in the distance. This is not where I 

want to make camp. My route was carefully planned out, but I can’t find the wide, 

spacious and safe Camp George Canyon campsite as planned. But I am afraid there will 

be nothing but vertical canyons further down the river and this might be my last chance to 

find a place to camp before dark. It will have to make do. I don't want to be on the river at 

night.  

I need to regroup. Today has tested me. My rudimentary rafting skills are not up 

to the river’s challenge, swollen with flash floods from thunderstorm runoffs. 

The first action is to get out of all my wet clothes and get them drying. I’m soon 

wrapped in a base layer and down jacket, which quickly warms me. Now for a tent spot. 

Damn, there is nowhere on this little sandbar that is above the debris line – the canyon 

walls become too steep too fast, and the best I can do is tuck in to a rocky section next to 

the cottonwoods. There is debris from the last big flood still ten feet above me in the 

trees, but it’s the best I can do. I have to take it on faith that the thunderstorms will pass 

once the sun’s energy dissipates. 

I take some time before dinner to try to figure out where I am, but the walls 

become too steep too fast to climb up high enough to get any reliable landmarks. I know 

the river is flowing west here, and there is a small, pointy mesa that might be on my topo 

map. But there are two possible places on the map where I think I could be, the most 

likely one only 6-1/2 river miles from Moody Canyon. 

Holy shit, did I only do 6-1/2 miles today? I guess that might be true, given how 

much time I spent in the water, and the number of portages I did. Ouch, if that’s the case, 

I’ve still got a long trip in front of me, and if the remaining 22 river miles are like today, I 

might be in trouble. My spirits sag as the lightning flashes to the west and the thunder 

rumbles louder through the canyons. 

The panic begins to rise as the rain starts to fall. I retire to my tent, stowing all my 

gear under the vestibule to dry. Okay, I’m kinda lost, I’m not doing too well on the river, 

with a boatload of river miles ahead, and I’m shivering and worried about hypothermia. 

I’m starving because I didn’t have time to eat today, I’m camped below the debris line, 

and I’m completely alone in a remote wilderness. No one can help me now, I’ve got to 
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get out of here on my own. Well, isn’t this what I wanted? Yes, but I didn’t count on the 

fear being so real, so disquieting. It seemed so much less frightening when it was 

abstract. 

I double check the map – there is no way out from here except via the river. Any 

walk out a side canyon would not have reliable water, and the topos lines are too close 

together to guarantee I wouldn’t box myself into some dead end. I’ve got to stick to my 

plan and run the river down to Coyote Gulch. There is no other choice. This is the path I 

chose, I have to see it through now. 

I know I have to settle down, so I launch into doing what needs to be done – 

getting my bed set up, drying my outerwear, and starting dinner. I cook in my vestibule 

again, in a soft rain at this point, but the thunder is still rumbling in the distance. A warm 

meal and some cookies displace some of my concerns, calms me, and adds a few more 

core body degrees. A few sips of whiskey and I’m a even calmer, allowing for a bit of 

necessary reflection... 
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DEFINITELY OUT OF MY comfort zone now, my focus shifts to what is really 

important to me. I think enormously of my family. It is Easter eve – I’m sure the boys, 

age 11 and 8, are excited to look for their baskets in the morning, and I’m sure my wife 

has done a fantastic job with them, filled with exactly what they want, with a few 

surprises thrown in, too.  

Life is full of surprises, many of them good. How lucky I am to have had a bright, 

smiley-faced, pretty girl enter my life twenty-six years ago! We connected instantly, and 

were soon dating exclusively. We traveled through the two remaining years of my 

college, then through my early professional career, which included numerous moves, but 

also afforded Debbie the opportunity to go to college and start her own career. 

It is hard navigating all the changes that life throws at you in the young adult 

years. Sometimes you grow together, other times are lonely and full of self-doubt, even 

when in a marriage, which we entered into a few years after college. Add to that my 

growing awareness that perhaps I made some basic career mistakes, and our relationship 

was certainly not all wine and roses (though there was a lot of wine). 

But the arc of our relationship bends towards love. Certainly we have worked at it 

when it’s necessary, and if I had to grade our relationship, I’d give it a 90%. That’s an A, 

right? It doesn’t take a whole lot of looking around to see so many of our peers in much 

worse relationships. 

Perhaps, thinking of my wife now, on this sandbar deep in a desolate canyon, she 

as far away as possible right now, perhaps I have taken her too much for granted? Maybe 

at times I was too focused on career and work (though not always by choice), too 

distracted by drink. Perhaps I should have put more effort into our relationship, more 

faith into our marriage.  

I missed, or chose not to see, so many of the cairns necessary to travel the path of 

marriage. So did Deb. We are not perfect, and we were young and ambitious for other 

things, too. Our marriage has had its ups and downs over the years, but we have survived 

and even grown from our mistakes, too. Perhaps it is only when you take the time to slow 

down, when you take yourself out of your comfort zone, that you recognize what is really 

important. It is hard to keep that focus while traveling the mundane of ordinary life, 

though. 
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I don’t think I am alone in letting worldly concerns and distractions get in the way 

of what is truly important, and clearly the institution of marriage itself is on shaky ground 

at best today. That’s only a small comfort now though, when I would give anything right 

now to have Debbie by my side here in this lonely canyon. 

We have certainly had good times, and we have had times when we knew we 

were on the same right path. I think of our wedding, and of my favorite gift. We received 

a framed poem, “On Marriage”, by Kahill Gibran. I did not understand the wisdom of the 

words at the time, but I am coming to an appreciation of them now.  

 

On Marriage 

 

You were born together, and together you shall be forevermore. 

You shall be together when the white wings of death scatter your days. 

Ay, you shall be together even in the silent memory of God. 

But let there be spaces in your togetherness, and let the winds of the heavens 

dance between you. 

 

Love one another, but make not a bond of love: 

Let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls. 

Fill each other’s cup but drink not from one cup. 

Give one another of your bread but eat not from the same loaf. 

Sing and dance together and be joyous, but let each one of you be alone, 

Even as the strings of a lute are alone though they quiver with the same music. 

 

Give your hearts, but not into each other’s keeping. 

For only the hand of Life can contain your hearts. 

And stand together yet not too near together: 

For the pillars of the temple stand apart, 

And the oak tree and the cypress grow not in each other’s shadow. 
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-Kahill Gibran, The Prophet 

 

The poem was certainly a cairn for us, though I did not appreciate it as such at the 

time. But there were times when we lived the good advice... 
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YEARS AGO, I SPENT two weeks backpacking and climbing in the Sierras. It 

was not the towering peaks and endless wilderness that impressed me the most about the 

Sierras, though – it was the trees. The spectacular trees of the Sierra Nevada certainly do 

not grow in each other’s shadow. They understand and accept the nature of their love 

without question; unlike me, who often times feels so boxed in and contained so much of 

the time by love. The trees stand together through the seasons, through the harsh cold 

winds and heavy snows of winter, through the violent storms of spring, the brief, 

spectacular glory of a mountain summer, and the beauty of autumn. 

The ones who thrive exhibit a grace and beauty earned honestly through the 

wisdom of trial and time. Their beauty and contrast and space and love is Gibran’s finest 

vision of marriage, standing in magnificent display in the Sierra forest.  The world’s 

largest and oldest trees, sequoias towering as strong as the granite castles surrounding 

them, still leave room on the forest floor and around the edges and in the meadows and 

along stream banks for dainty flowers of scarlet and purple and yellow as bright as the 

sun that never reaches the ground here.  It is a delicate balance of strength and fragility, 

of light and shade, of everlasting and ephemeral. The Foxtail’s beauty is revealed as the 

elements strip away its bark, revealing intricate patterns and colors earned only in old 

age. The Whitebark Pine grows strong at the highest rocky reaches, its beauty its 

perseverance. The Mountain Pines are the kings of strength, their massive orange trunks 

defiant through the worst storm, while the magnificent firs grow tall in areas protected 

from the wind, among the forested bonds of family and community. Each has carved out 

its own niche, its own special place where it can thrive and grow over the long haul in a 

beauty and grace all their own. 

I take home from the Range of Light the love of the trees, the light from the 

summit, the strength of the granite, and the peace and tranquility and serenity of two 

weeks away from Word documents with misspellings and the stress of overlapping 

meeting notices. For once, I am Me, I am Light, and I am Love. 

And I am able to love my wife the way she deserves to be loved, for who she is, 

for her smile, for her unlimited heart, for the closeness and bond of a husband and wife, 

for the gift of Life given to us, shared forever between us.   

I notice the true joy of her smile, how easily she shares it, the beauty in her 



 35 

sparkling brown eyes and long dark hair. I recognize the unconditional love she shares 

with our children, the gifts and thoughts she shares with them as she puts the little extra 

touches and special treats into their lunch boxes, and stories that she reads with them 

before bed. And I see clearly these same gifts that she shares with me in my lunches 

everyday and in the fantastic gourmet dinners I take for granted most nights when my 

head is still lost in Excel spreadsheets that don’t add up. 

We don’t get out of bed for an entire week when I return from the Sierra, except 

for feedings and necessary cleanings and to take care of our children’s basic needs and 

getting them to school. We take earthly pleasure in each others bodies until we are 

drenched with sweat and shared fluids, and we are sore, the good sore, and we collapse in 

exhausted slumber, the good exhaustion, the exhaustion of experiencing love, true love. 

And it is so right, so good, there is no shame or guilt, for does not the pollen of trees 

spread by the passing whims of the pleasurable winds? We are joined for a week, 

physically, emotionally, spiritually, the highest vision of ourselves as husband and wife. 

And all is good, all is found in the tangled arms of our love, all is right.  

The memories warms me on this lonely sandbar tonight.  

 

I think also of my boys.  

There is nothing in the world that can prepare a man for the changes a baby 

brings. Holding that firstborn son in my arms, that little, tiny, absolutely perfect being, is 

the greatest joy I have ever experienced. I remember ripping him from the doctor’s hands, 

tears streaming down my face, the overwhelming joy of such a true, real miracle held 

right there in my arms. Without thinking I charge out of the room, down the hall towards 

a waiting room full of relatives, brand new baby in tow. For I have to share this love, this 

joy, this incredible joy, with everyone, before returning shortly to cuddle with this gift 

from God and my wife, our tears mingling, a healthy and beautiful newborn swaddled 

and sleeping between us. 

The three of us are happy, so three years later another son is born, and we enjoy 

first steps and learning to eat solid food, potty training and how to ride a bike and play 

baseball all over again. The boys grow fast, learning to speak, entertaining us and 

mimicking us (good and bad!), and they learn to read and to do things on their own. It is 
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amazing to watch them grow, and they reflect all of our good qualities, and point out all 

of our weaknesses, too. It is amazing to look closely at our boys’ intricate patterns of 

beauty, of love, of perfectness, the gifts revealed only to parents, the details that only a 

study of true unconditional love can reveal, the love that one day maybe the right spouse 

will reflect back to them. We dream that maybe they too will understand and appreciate 

the joy that we take in just them being exactly who they are.   

 

But this is all in jeopardy now. Our little white picket-fenced house on the hill, 

with two boys and a cat, with all the normal hopes and expectations for a good life, is 

threatened by a terrible enemy. This certainly was not in the plans. This is the big issue I 

want to put aside on this trip, at least for a while, if I can, the main reason I am out here 

in the middle of the desert, alone. For I may be alone in a much more permanent way 

soon. 

My wife is now courageously battling a terrible disease. She is going through hell, 

and we are both struggling with issues that rock the very core of our existence. Cancer.  

Thankfully the last few days in the desert has taken my mind off the c-word, and I 

am grateful for that; it has been near impossible to do the last six months. But now 

thoughts of my wife are intimately intertwined with the dread and fear of cancer, and it 

sneaks into my camp tonight... 
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A DARK TINGLE TRAVELS up my spine, and it is not the cold this time. 

Suddenly, I am whisked back a year ago, to a backpacking trip with two of my best 

friends, in the Weminuche wilderness in Colorado, amidst the glory of the Rocky 

Mountains in late summer... 

 

“Are you okay over there, bud?  Why you so quiet?” asks Tom. 

“I’m fine” I answer, lying. 

I can’t shake it; I just can’t shake this terrible feeling, this feeling of dread, this 

encroaching blackness that has suddenly crept over me like the long shadows of the 

mountain peaks that quickly spread over the valley at dusk.   

Just a few minutes before I was settling into my comfy camp chair in the early 

evening, perched in a wide flat valley adjacent to the beaver dammed Rincon La Vaca 

creek, part of the Weminuche Wilderness in Colorado, situated in a picture perfect Rocky 

Mountain high meadow. The sky show was marvelous, rays of sunlight shooting through 

The Window, a gap in the granite crown wall high up on the Continental Divide, piercing 

the puffy white clouds. I am in the wonderful company of two best friends, dinner was 

satisfying and filling, and the whiskey is slowly starting to seep in, creating a warm glow 

in my belly. Usually this is the topper of a great day in the wilderness, and it was a great 

day in the wilderness, exploring high alpine meadows criss-crossed by game tracks of elk 

and deer, scrambling up peaks, and wading sparkling trout-filled streams under a glorious 

blue and cloud free sky. 

But now I feel a dark presence sneaking up on me, unseen in the shadows, caught 

briefly in the vary far corner of my mind’s eye. It has no shape, no form; it is just a black 

sensation, raising the hairs on my neck. I try to ignore it, pretend it is not there, pretend I 

can’t feel the coldness of doom behind me. I drink more whiskey, but it’s not helping.  

It’s helping Tom and Mark though; they’re getting more rowdy and rambunctious with 

each sip. Usually I’m right there with them, at least keeping pace, many times leading the 

charge. But not tonight; I quit laughing, I quit drinking, and I sink further into my camp 

chair.   

I am quiet, very quiet. Maybe it’s the altitude, maybe I’m just tired. Yeah, that’s 

it, I’m just tired.  
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“I think I’m gonna retire early tonight” I say, racing to my tent. I’ll sleep it off, it 

will be better in the morning. 

Mark and Tom don’t understand. They are left shaking their heads as I climb into 

my tent, but soon resume their reverie. I wish I could join them. But it’s easier to shake 

off Mark and Tom’s laughter than it is this dark feeling. I curl deep into my down bag, 

like a child cowering under his blankets, hiding from the bogeyman. I don’t feel 

threatened, just heavy. This feeling is real. And it is ominous. 

 

I love my wilderness excursions.  I love preparing for them, planning and 

dreaming about the wide-open spaces and the freedom, packing for them, and actually 

doing them. I love the soreness in my back and legs after a long day of shouldering an 

overstuffed pack. I love watching the sunrises, the sunsets, I love the camp food and the 

campfires, the night sky, the wildlife, the whiskey. I love the break from my mostly 

boring work life. For me, heading into the mountains with my life strapped on my back is 

the ultimate expression of freedom. 

And normally my wilderness excursions are joy, pure joy, a celebration of my 

soul singing perfectly right alongside the real members of my tribe, a few good friends, 

the wild animals, the rocks and trees and sky. Even when huddled under a makeshift tarp 

shelter riding out the torrential rains of Hurricane Isaac in the Dolly Sods Wilderness, or 

backed into an overhang as the rain turns to heavy wet snow in the Grand Canyon, in 

conditions most would consider miserable, it is still better than being in my cube. So this 

feeling, this heavy blackness, from out of nowhere, it surprises me, it scares me…what is 

it? 

A week later, I know... 
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I DON’T EVEN HAVE to ask what has happened. As soon as I pull down the 

driveway and see my wife waiting on the stoop, I know. Her face is red and puffy, her 

eyes swollen and wide, trying to suppress the rising terror. Her facial muscles are tense, 

trying desperately to hold back the tears, her posture hunched over and cowering. The 

biggest giveaway – she is wearing an uncharacteristic frown. 

“Oh god, Joe. The doctor just called, and...”  

Debbie’s voice trails off, choked back by tears now. She doesn’t have to finish  – 

I know that the news is not good. 

And indeed it is not. It is back. Yes, the lump is cancer. Again. Worse this time, it 

is in the lymph nodes, Stage IIIC. Holy shit.  

The world starts to spin, it doesn’t seem real. The family is huddled on the front 

yard, under a glorious blue autumn sky, the same deep blue of the Rocky Mountains only 

a week removed, which now seems a universe away. 

 

My wife had been diagnosed with breast cancer two years earlier.  It started as a 

small lump in her breast, which she felt in a routine self-exam. I was completely stuck in 

my ruts and patterns of too much work then, my attention too much focused elsewhere, 

and even the scare of cancer at that time did not jolt me out of the prison of my patterns.   

And there really wasn't anything to be that concerned about, according to the 

doctors and the odds. My wife caught this early, a self-contained lump in the breast. She 

had an out-patient lumpectomy, the final diagnosis being Stage 1 with a tumor size of 1.8 

c.m. and no cancer in the margins. A sentinel-node biopsy and removal of six lymph 

nodes (three in the breast and three under the arm) revealed all six were clear - no lymph 

node involvement.   

The tumor was estrogen positive and HER-2 negative, with an Oncotype score  of 

26, so four chemotherapy treatments of Taxotere and Cytoxan were agreed upon, a 

slightly less aggressive treatment plan than recommended, but certainly appropriate given 

my wife's age and strength. After the chemo was a round of six weeks of radiation on the 

tumor area, and the scar was also irradiated for five treatments. Also, Tamoxifen, an oral 

anti-cancer drug, was started during radiation. 

My wife survived the treatments and was feeling great six months later, by her 
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own admission. And the odds were highly in her favor – indeed, the survival rate at 10 

years was 92 percent for patients with my wife's markers. All of the doctors – surgeons, 

oncologists, radiologists, all the nurses and practitioners Deb worked with, all were 

convinced that she would beat this. She was young, strong, vibrant, and had the most 

positive attitude of anyone in the chemo ward. We even scheduled a family vacation to 

Joshua Tree National Park while she was undergoing chemo treatments, so confident was 

the prospect of a full recovery.   

 

And what a wonderful trip it was! I wanted to bring the family to the desert, to 

give them a taste of what I enjoy so much in these arid colorful lands, to introduce my 

wife to the desert dwellers and survivors who make a living in the midst of a harsh 

environment, who live on a knife-edge, who persist in the face of adversity. It had to be 

family-friendly, of course, and Joshua Tree fit the bill perfectly, with the kids instantly 

lost in the rock mazes and jumbles that surrounded our solitary campsite, me rescuing 

little Trevor when he climbed too high for his own comfort trying to follow his older 

brother. We took family hikes at sunset and through the cactus fields and unique granite 

boulders of the park, singing with the coyotes around the campfire at night, even made a 

visit to a real oasis in the middle of the desert, complete with towering palms, where four 

voices joined the wind in joyous singing at the miracle of this spring water that supports 

all this life, all this green, all this happiness in the middle of the desert. 

I remember how alive I felt out in the Joshua Tree desert, even with my wife's 

struggles. I remember how alive she felt, by her own admission; certainly this is a 

manageable challenge, right? Her diagnosis was just six months prior to this trip, and 

we'd been on a wild ride of surgeries, confusing doctors, contradictory information, 

conflicting emotions, and life-affecting decisions, ups and downs of the highest degree, 

the struggle with the seeming unfairness of it all. And yet, here she was, out here in the 

desert, with me, with her children, where she should be, like mama quail keeping her 

brood safe and out of harm's way. Out here grabbing life by the horns, defiant against the 

threats, resilient and courageous in the face of adversity, just like the creatures of the 

desert.   

I also remember that it was in Joshua Tree where Debbie first lost her hair.  It 
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started, suddenly, on a hike; by the time we returned to dinner in town, she was so upset 

she couldn't eat, and hid in the bathroom. We returned to camp, and she ran to the privacy 

of her tent, emerging twenty minutes later wearing a hat and clutching a big handful of 

her hair, nothing left in her scalp. But she had also regained her composure and dignity in 

the tent, and with her hat on; certainly she knew this was coming, and was prepared for it. 

But nothing really prepares you for the actual experience. Deb losing her hair 

made it real. It gave a visible face to this disease, up to this point something that was 

invisible, something microscopic, something only in the charts and doctor's worry, 

something that didn't yet have the power to really change anything. Now it did. It hit 

home with the force of a punch, for all of us. 

But even from this we quickly rebounded. Deb's biggest fear was losing her hair, 

but she had prepared herself for it the best she could, and accepted that it was also for the 

long-term best. The chemo increased her already good odds of overcoming this disease, 

and there was no reason at this point to not believe 100% that she would overcome this 

challenge too. We even ended that day using Deb's hair as tinder, an offering to the fire 

gods, and made a toast to many more family vacations, as the yellow glow of the 

campfires danced on the rocks surrounding our campsite, and the boys both snuggled in 

their mom's courageous arms while she read them Harry Potter in the moonlight. 

Before we left Joshua Tree National Park, Deb bought a pink beanie hat, with 

white trim and a picture of a coyote howling in the moon over the Joshua Trees, the 

perfect souvenir of our trip.  She wore her pink hat until her hair started growing back 

again, months later.   

 

And her hair has been growing back since, to the point now that just in the last 

few months, two years after her initial diagnosis, she no longer felt the need to wear the 

pink hat. It has been retired. Things are getting better, we have many many many more 

trips to plan and do, we have kids to get through school, plays and baseball games to 

attend, and college to save for and worry about, and weddings to plan for the boys and all 

the challenges and beauty of watching them grow up, of me retiring and finally living the 

good life, of us growing old together, too, of us traveling the country in a rented RV, 

visiting all of the spectacular places in our leisurely retirement, just like the older couple 
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holding hands we met in Joshua Tree at the oasis... 

 

Right now I see all of that slipping away, all of these hopes and dreams and 

expectations and plans, all crumbling, all being torn away, violently, from me, from us... 
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THIS NEW DIAGNOSIS is downright scary. There is a lump on her shoulder, 

near the supraclavicular lymph node. The PET scan shows an approximately 1 cm focus 

of increased activity in this region, with a Standard Uptake Value (SUV) of this focus of 

4.3, which is indicative of hypermetabolic malignancy (SUV is typically 2.5 or greater).  

This probably represents lymphadenopathy, says the report. 

There are at least four approximately 1 cm foci of increased activity noted in the 

right axillary region. The SUV's of these foci range from 3.4 to 4.8, suspicious for 

neoplasm. These foci probably also represent lymphadenopathy. Good lord. 

And worst of all, a biopsy of the supraclavicular node reveals it is the same cancer 

as before. 

 

How can this be? How can the cancer be back, this soon, this aggressively? The  

first diagnoses was a small tumor in the breast, self-contained, Stage 1, easily cut out with 

a partial mastectomy and eradicated with a round of chemo and radiation. Ninety-two 

percent cure rate, the best odds imaginable, a very beatable cancer. What happened to 

those odds? 

And my wife did the work, dammit. In addition to the traditional medical 

approaches, she changed to an incredibly healthy diet, all organic foods, green tea three 

times a day, apple-cider vinegar drinks and veggie shakes, and she cut all alcohol 

consumption out, all of it, not a drop anymore. We read everything we could about living 

with cancer, meditated, tried stress relief exercises and spent thousands on specialty 

vitamins. Did the praying too, lots of offerings and masses and prayer chains and chants 

and incense, and my wife and her family did this devoutly, religiously, constantly. They 

are a holy people, people of bedrock, unwavering faith, so unlike me; certainly their 

prayers will be answered, and promptly.   

But they are not. The scientific evidence is staring us down now, says the doctor.   

Faith lies trampled and trembling at the curb. 
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MY WIFE’S CONTROL breaks first; her lower lip starts to quiver, subtle at 

first, then like a late-stage Parkinson’s sufferer. Her tears begin to flow, and are soon not 

controllable, which prompts my oldest boy Jake to join mom in tears. He is only ten.   

I am still struggling, trying to digest what I’ve just heard. In an instant, in the way 

that shocking memories are seared into your psyche in brilliant clarity, I am suddenly 

eleven years old again, almost the same age as Jake, sitting at a solemn dinner table as 

my parents announce that the doctors have found a spot in dad’s lungs. I can’t catch my 

breath; the sounds of the room are squeezed out until I hear only my own labored 

breathing, and feel only my own heart pounding in my chest. 

I realize right here and now that my boys will never forget this moment, either, 

that the hot branding iron of this pain will be seared into their consciousness forever. I 

begin to cry, I can no longer stop it, either, and now my youngest boy, Trevor, only 

seven, who has restrained his tears behind a mask of confusion and bewilderment, begins 

to cry. The poor kid, he doesn’t understand the gravity of the situation, he only knows 

that his entire world is upset and overturned and everyone is crying – this must be bad.   

We hold onto each other tight, and the tears are unstoppable.   

“Why is this happening?” I cry out loud, screaming to the uncaring blue sky. 

“This isn’t fair! Why is this happening to us?”  

Why my wife, she in her perfectness? Why not me in my confusion?   

The sky is silent, reflecting only its perfection. A warm autumn breeze refreshes 

the fall colors against a deep blue sky, in stunning contrast to the scene of destruction 

playing out in our front yard. It just cannot be real. 

The boys cry harder when I cry out; I stop. I realize I must control myself, not cry 

again, not in front of the boys at least, it scares them, especially my little guy. They need 

me to be strong now, my wife needs me to be strong; I need to stop crying. I wonder if I 

will ever be able to cry again. 

 

Sometimes I try to imagine myself, just before my death. Most times it is logical, 

but sometimes the finality of it all hits me, the unknown of it all – and terror floods into 

my consciousness. I quickly retreat from my imagination, from the aloneness, from the 

gravity of my thoughts. I think of the difference between the terror of dying quickly while 
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healthy, like from a gunshot that you know is coming; and I think of dying after a long, 

drawn out illness, when the pain is too much, when your body has betrayed your life 

spirit, when you welcome death as a relief – the way my father died. Which is better, 

which is worse? Which will be my lot? 

I go back to these thoughts often, more than I should, always trying to see how far 

down into that abyss I can peer, for I know it is only a matter of time before I am at that 

precipice myself. I have thought about these things since I was fifteen and watched my 

father die one night, his body ravaged by this same disease that he now shares with my 

wife. A proud man, a giant to me when he was healthy, a man of the strongest faith, he 

was reduced to eighty pounds of bones and bedsores just a couple of years after that 

vivid, terrible family dinner. I was left shocked and devastated, everything in my young 

life turned upside down. 

And now it is real again, far too real for my wife. Her path right now looks like 

the path my dad followed, a long and slow and painful breaking down of the body. A 

horrible way to go, cell by cell, organ by organ, the loss of function followed by the loss 

of dignity followed by the loss of the will to live. The only advantage of this method of 

dying, versus the instantaneous horror of a car crash, is that you might have the 

opportunity to say goodbye and set things right before you go. But this is too early, way 

too early, to say goodbye. 

 

I know, I’m supposed to be positive and stay hopeful – god I hate being told that – 

but I’ve seen too much, I understand too much. I call the doctor, she gives me the gory 

details, she confirms what my wife has told me. She even yells at me when I can’t 

understand the unfamiliar medical terms she is bantering about through her thick 

Nigerian accent. I’m pissed at this, pissed that the cancer has come back, pissed that we 

did everything right and neither that nor the prayers did a damn thing, pissed that once 

again someone near to me is afflicted with this terrible disease – this isn’t supposed to be 

the way it happens! Haven’t I paid my dues?   

But I dutifully write down everything the doctor tells me, to do research later, and 

soon shock and sadness replaces anger. Doctor Jalloh tells me it is “salvageable”; I’m not 

sure what that means yet. Salvageable, like a car on the junk heap? That is the best you 
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can offer? Sorry for disturbing you on a Friday night, Doctor. 

 

We sit, my wife and I, stunned, on the back porch, the place where we sometimes 

–  not often enough – watch the sunset. The evening’s light is surreal, and a yellow glow 

casts the backyard in an otherworldliness. The boys have been comforted as best we can, 

we have put on our strong faces and dried the tears, and they are off doing what they 

should be doing, enjoying a Friday night, playing video games. For once I don’t tell them 

to stop. For once I wish I played video games, if only for the mindless distraction.   

 

It was a perfect day, weatherwise, as perfect as that day a week ago in the 

Weminuche wilderness, as beautiful a fall day as when the towers came down on 

September 11, 2001. And just as shocking.   
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WHEN ROUND II STARTED, it weighed heavily on me, much more so than 

the first round. The next six months saw the lowest of the lows, a long period of fear and 

depression, struggling through the shock, anger, and suffering, just trying to deal with 

this new reality head on. I fell into a deep, depressive rut, doing only what needed done 

on autopilot. There was no break from work, the bosses don’t care if your life is 

crumbling anyway, only that meaningless deadlines are met. The kids are still growing 

fast, they have needs that have to be met too, and the medical bills ramped up even 

higher. What remaining attention is left is rightly focused on my wife. 

I realized that this was a wake up call. There aren't many wake up calls bigger 

than cancer in this life. I realized I was on autopilot and sinking. I was not living my life, 

and I now realized that you only get so many chances. I knew I had to do something to 

get me back into the present, and wilderness and adventure have always been my salve. 

To her credit, my wife actually encouraged this trek. I know I am not the one 

suffering, which makes her encouragement even more profound. But she knows this is 

taking a heavy toll on my spirit, and that I need a break from thinking about chemo and 

radiation and living wills and a murky future. I think she also knows I need to be strong, 

for her, for the boys, and for me, for we don’t know what challenges are coming. 

It is true, my battery light is flashing its low warning, and is in need of a big 

recharge. I need to spend some time in the right now, to see the present in glorious color. 

Out in the middle of nowhere, no one will ask how things are going at home, with that 

pitied look on their faces and a worried, furrowed brow. Make the challenge big enough, 

and I might even escape for a bit from my mind, from the worries that haunt me at night. 

Hence this big solo trip, far outside my comfort zone, far outside the worries of cancer 

and career. Hmm, be careful what you ask for. 
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WELL, IT SEEMED like a good idea at the time, and this trip has certainly 

taken me away from my concerns for a while, but now I am truly worried that I have 

made a grave mistake. What if I don’t make it back? What if I leave my sick wife a 

widow because of some stupid plan to escape and “find myself” in the desert? 

My god, what am I doing out here? I should be home with my family, 

goddammit! What the fuck am I doing out here, playing some wilderness survivorman 

hero? How selfish is that? What if I don’t return? What if my kids have to grow up 

without a father, like I did? Christ, how many times has my heart terribly ached, missing 

the guidance and strength of my dad? What the hell, why would I even take the chance of 

doing that to my own kids, doing it voluntarily? How selfish am I, goddammit??? 

“STOP IT!”  

Nobody is here, so I verbalize my command out loud, screaming to the canyons, 

trying to outscream the thunder.  

“Stop it, dammit, stop it!”  

The screaming helps. I calm down, resolve replacing anger. I am NOT going to 

die. I am going to make it back, just as I planned. This is still the right thing to do, the 

signs that pointed me here are my signs, I am here for a reason. I can do this – I’ve 

worked out for months, I’ve trained, I’ve prepared, this is doable. Tomorrow, I will get 

up early, I will be in the river by 9 a.m., and I will just fucking pound it out, through 

sheer determination and outright strength of will. Just fucking do it. 

 

My outburst is cathartic; it expels some of my fears, the relief tangible, like the 

solace that comes from coming up with a plan to tackle a problem that seemed 

impossible. My adventure today was far outside of my comfort zone, raising worries. For 

now, it is replaced by a calm, even a bit of knowing again, like in the safety of my 

yellowthroat thicket, like it was back when I had faith. Tucked into my tent, in my warm 

sleeping bag, I send my love across the cosmos to all who care and are thinking of me, 

and in return I open my heart to receive their love. A peace and calm fills my soul and 

soothes me to a deep, much needed slumber.  
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THREE THUNDERSTORMS SCORE a direct hit on my campsite tonight – 

each time I awake with a start and keep an ear out for the ominous rumbling of a coming 

flash flood. I wonder what I should save if I have only one trip to safety – my tent and 

equipment, my food, or my raft? I don’t think about what would happen if I didn’t get 

any warning and am swept up in the raging river. This is certainly not what I expected 

when I wished, sitting in my easy chair at home, to experience a thunderstorm in the 

canyons. What the hell was I thinking? Clearly I need to be careful of what I wish for. 

Well at least I can now confirm that, yes, each time the canyons are lit up for a 

brief second in that eerie, blue-light glow, replaced quickly by pitch black, each time the 

thunder rumbles unnervingly long through the canyons, and each time the rain pounds so 

hard on the tent I swear it’s gonna burst through, that yes, it is much more vivid and real 

and scary than I imagined – certainly I didn’t expect my heart to be pounding as much as 

it does when the thunder rolls!  

Despite my fears, despite the thunderstorms, I did regain my calm, thinking of my 

family and reminding myself of why I am here. This is still right, this definitely is my 

path, I know that, I feel it. My cairns have led me here, and I am finally paying attention. 

I somehow know the floods will not come for me tonight. The rain and thunder 

eventually subside, and each time I quickly resume sleep. 

I am finding my faith again. This has not been easy. It has only come after 

questioning it. And boy have I questioned my faith.... 
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HOW COULD I NOT? Not after watching my father wither and die in front of 

my eyes, right when I needed him most, in those impressionable early teen years. What 

happened to the god of my Catholic school upbringing, a god of mercy and love who 

answers all genuine prayers? Were my prayers for him to be okay not good enough? Am 

I not good enough? Was my father not good enough?  

That cannot be the case, Dad was a man of devout faith, a holy man, leading his 

family to church every Sunday, putting us kids in a Catholic school out of his own 

pocket, even though he couldn’t afford it. Dad knocked on neighbors doors, spreading 

the Word and raising money for a new vestibule. Dad and mom taught baptism classes 

and marriage classes in the basement of the church. We regularly ate dinner with the 

parish priest, who helped me with my algebra homework after dinner.  

Dad worked hard all his life, always putting us first, ahead of his dreams and 

desires. He worked his way out of the projects and into a good job and a nice suburban 

life for him and his family. The good life is coming, that is the promise. If anyone 

deserved it, he did. He certainly didn’t deserve to die at 37 from lung cancer. Talk about 

a crack in my faith foundation... 
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I AM IN MY mid-twenties, attending church on a Sunday night because evening 

services are usually shorter. The lights seem dim tonight, the choir flat, the sermon 

uninspired, probably because I don’t really want to be here. I am attending church 

because I have set a goal to attend church at least 75% of the weeks this year. I’ve 

bargained that this will meet my minimum obligations, it will keep me from hell, and 

lead me to happiness, according to the priests and their holy books. 

I track my attendance in a spreadsheet, along with my workouts and savings 

goals. I also have a financial plan to pay off my debts and mortgage and to pay for the as 

yet unborn kid(s) college costs, and still allow me to retire a bit early, too. Then I will 

enjoy life. Because this is how you achieve happiness, according to my financial planner 

and all the best business books. I have my entire life mapped out. 

I am looking forward to leaving at communion and to checking off tonight’s 

attendance in my spreadsheet, when it hits me – is this really a good reason to attend 

church? Shouldn’t I be getting something more out of the experience? Some sort of 

lesson, maybe some inspiration? I look around. A middle-aged lady is balancing her 

checkbook, another filing her nails. Everyone in the half empty church looks as bored as 

I am. Why? 

In an epiphanic moment, I realize I was never taught how to experience God, in 

religion class, or later in Sunday school. I am only told the rules and taught the prayers, 

and expected to blindly follow. I am not told what it feels like to know God. I am told 

that I will have to wait until I die and pass on to heaven to experience this, and that is 

only if I have paid my dues and done right by Him and His rules, and passed His 

vengeful tests. I am told of the unconditional love of the Father, but not how it feels, nor 

how to achieve it in this life.  

I was not taught to trust my feelings. As soon as I could speak, I am ordered to 

listen, first to my parents and then to other adults. I am taught to obey and respect 

authority, they know what is best for me. I am certainly not taught to look inside and 

trust my heart at St. John the Baptist school. The answers there are taught by the all-

knowing priests and nuns, for only they know, they are wise and seasoned adults, and 

they have studied what is right for me, for all of us, and all we need to know is contained 
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in their holy book. I don’t have to look anywhere else, I only have to have faith in what 

they are telling me, in what their good book commands.  

And above all, I am told, “you must have faith, you must believe.” No matter how 

out of whack what I see is with what I am being taught. Despite how far apart what I am 

told is right for me is from what I feel is right for me, from what I know is right for me, 

within my heart, during those brief moments of clarity. Like in a yellowthroat tangle, or 

in the arms of my mother as a baby;  like in the embrace of my wife, like I will feel later 

holding our sons, when we share in true glimpses of the Creator’s love, when we know 

we are love. 

So many things I am taught cause me to question. How can a beautiful baby, so 

new and innocent, the purest love I will ever experience – how can this baby be born 

besmirched and blackened with original sin? Really? What sort of perfect god would 

make anything less than perfect, including us as adults? What about that flood of true 

beauty and love that fills every part of your being when a sleeping baby curls his tiny 

fingers around yours? What about making love to a woman, when you are both madly, 

deeply in love, and the bond that is captured in her eyes reflects back all that is beautiful 

in the heavens and earth? What about that beautiful sunset that is shooting sunbeams 

through the clouds and is setting the rocks and sky aglow in blazing glory and fills me 

with a real sense of peace and knowing and truly experiencing God’s creation, His love? 

That doesn’t count, because it’s not happening in a church? Who came up with all these 

silly rules, all designed keep me in control and looking not at the beauty and love right in 

front of me? I’m supposed to throw that all away, and dig in my heels and accept 

drudgery and attend a boring ceremony every week just to avoid hell, because real beauty 

exists only in the next life. Seriously?  

I know tonight this is just not true. There is incredible beauty in this world, in this 

life. And I want to experience as much of it as I can. I don’t want to waste my precious 

time anymore sitting in a boring church. 

So I throw off my altar boy robes, right there in church on a Sunday night. I 

throw off my Catholic guilt - the burden of trying to bear all the gobble-de-gook, with all 

of its archaic relics and Byzantine rules, all designed to avoid the truth, even the simplest 
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of truths that I can clearly see with my own eyes. It’s bogged me down in senseless 

confusion for too long. I vow never to return out of obligation. 

 

I understand now that the religion that was chosen for me by my parents doesn’t 

fit me. But this was a very long and painful process, much like extricating oneself from a 

cult. Look around even now, most people are playing with their phones or checking out 

the chicks two pews over, not focusing on the sermon, or experiencing god. Most are 

there only out of rote duty and guilt, to do the bare minimum to avoid going to hell. And 

don't even get me started about hell...again, a perfect god would throw his perfect 

creations into the incinerator simply because they were born in the wrong country and 

therefore believed the wrong religion? 

Mostly, though, people are at church and follow their parental religions simply 

because it is so much easier to just do what you are told for an hour each week. Don't 

rock the boat, just blindly accept these things because that’s what you do, that’s what 

everyone does. It’s a whole lot easier than going off in search of your own answers, 

looking for your own truths, finding your own path. 

But that’s what I am searching for - my truths, my path. I want to truly experience 

God, and unconditional love, and every other emotion and adventure I can while here on 

Earth. 

I thought at first that maybe I just need a different religion. So I studied other 

beliefs, took comparative religion courses, read their holy scripts and stories, delved into 

the myths and beliefs of all the world’s major religions. I went to services in mosques 

and synagogues and circus revival tents, all very entertaining, some more spectacularly 

than others. And while I didn’t find my religion, I did find that there are many more 

similarities than differences. It makes me wonder why we fight over one group bowing in 

prayer towards Mecca, the other towards Jerusalem. Who’s to say who is right? It all 

seems so silly. 

But none of the other traditional choices seems to fit me any better. After a 

decade of searching, it is clear that my answers will not be found in a pew or 

confessional. I look elsewhere. 
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I read books voraciously, new age books, books on meditation and mysticism, 

adventure books and mountain climbing books and books that befuddle me. Books on 

physics and the metaphysical, books on religion and mythology, on following your bliss, 

on following your carnal pleasures, biographies and autobiographies, fascinated by the 

paths others have taken to find their way. Jealous, too; don’t I deserve to find my bliss, to 

find my path, too?   

I listen to others who are happy, take note of the seekers who are found, I scout 

for those who exhibit wisdom, and steer clear of those who clearly don’t. I pay attention 

to those who seem to understand my feelings, whether they sit cross-legged at the base of 

a mountain in a diaper, or dance naked in the rain, or just sit quietly at the end of the bar. 

I try on prayer, I give up prayer; I soar with meditation but also crash with unfulfillment.   

I haven’t found all the answers I seek yet, but I am at least emptying myself of 

others’ ideas, of beliefs that aren’t mine. My heart is getting clearer. That is the first step. 

An empty vessel is much more capable of seeing the next cairn on the path, especially 

the ones that were easy to dismiss before because of false beliefs. Even the ones that say 

“Go there” when everyone else says you’re nuts.  

Really, I’m supposed to do this ridiculous solo backpacking-biking-rafting 

adventure in the desert? Really, I’m supposed to be here scared shitless on an unknown 

sandbar as the thunderstorms rage, not knowing exactly where I am, barely able to ride 

an untamed river? 

Yes. Yes I am supposed to be here. I know that right now, I feel it, this adventure 

clearing my heart of obstacles to its true intentions. This is my path, says my heart, and I 

am learning to listen. 
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THIS MORNING IT’S all business as I methodically eat breakfast and break 

camp. I’m thankful for the decent nights’ sleep, mostly a gift of exhaustion, but also a 

product of my resolve, and today I enact my plan to just do it. The boat is loaded and I’m 

only slightly behind my planned 9 a.m. launch, clad in gore-tex and long pants as the rain 

continues today. 

I dig into the water, concentrating on the river and how my little craft reacts to it. 

I realize I’ve been unnecessarily fighting the river instead of going with the flow, like 

living with beliefs that aren’t right for me. Today I am much better at anticipating the 

best line through the rapids, much like picking the right line far in advance of a steep 

mountain biking descent. Pick the line where the ripples converge, avoid the circular 

swells in front of and behind the big rocks, don’t get caught in the shallows. My 

confidence returns as I float semi-gracefully through the rapids that yesterday gave me 

fits. Just do it. 

The thunderstorms continue to pop up today, and my only stops are to put on the 

rain jacket when it’s cloudy or take it off when the sun is out. No portages today. I’m 

paddling hard, making good time, paddling with the faith that things will work out. Now 

all I need to do is find out exactly where I am. 

I never do find Scorpion Gulch, the big landmark I was looking for yesterday, 

which is leading me to a sneaky suspicion that I somehow passed it. Probably during one 

of my rides in the river, or maybe that was it during a big portage. That would mean I am 

actually further along than I thought I was last night. I notice I have been traveling almost 

due east for quite some time now, too (oh yeah, my compass is hooked to my life vest 

today for easy access, unlike yesterday when it was stuffed in a drybag with my maps.) 

And I know from thoroughly studying the map last night that there is a long west to east 

stretch – but it was a lot further downriver from where I thought I was.  

And wouldn’t you know it, while shivering through yet another boomer, an 

unmistakable landmark – a 150-foot pinnacle pointing like a finger straight up, on a 

narrow gooseneck – is confirmed at a rest stop on the map. I am much further down the 

river than I thought I was! Woo who, I celebrate through chattering teeth as the rain pours 

down, my faith renewed, my hard work and confidence rewarded! 
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 CAIRNS ARE LITTLE nudges from God, or your guardian angel, or the 

Universe, whatever Higher Power speaks to you, pointing you in the divine direction. 

You don’t have to follow. There is nothing wrong with not following your cairns, and 

there is no penalty for choosing the easier, safer path.  

But you might miss the Beauty. God likes to show off His creation; often times 

we are too caught up in our own little dramas to notice. 

I’ve spent a lifetime ignoring my cairns, planning my life, not living it. I’ve 

always run the numbers and weighed the evidence, listening to my head instead of my 

gut, my heart. Perhaps all of these choices were necessary, too, to prepare me for when I 

am truly ready. Am I ready now? It feels so; my soul longs for beauty. 

 

 The pinnacle is the biggest cairn I’ve found on this adventure so far. I am no 

longer lost, and the relief is palpable. 

The day just keeps getting better, too. The clouds move on and bright sunshine 

appears, the sky a deep blue, the perfect contrast to the red cliffs and chocolate water. 

The canyons are getting deeper and more spectacular with each bend, the tops now 

towering hundreds of feet above me, the river lined with bright green tamarisks and 

cottonwoods, emerald jewels along the river necklace. Around 2 o’clock, I round another 

bend and am greeted by Fool’s Canyon, my destination today, well before I’d ever have 

thought when I shoved off this morning.  

Fool’s Canyon is spectacular, a perfect, flat camping area tucked under a grove of 

giant cottonwoods, complete with a crystal clear, flowing spring, surrounded on all sides 

by the deep red cliffs. The canyons are now silhouetted against the bright blue Utah sky, 

and the sun warms my body. The sweet smell of desert sage perfumes my camp, sending 

my spirit soaring. Of course it is the contrast to last night’s camp that makes it that much 

more magnificent. 

It is also a relief to be on dry land, knowing exactly where I am, safely high above 

the river. I strip out of my soggy clothes, decorating the sagebrush to let them dry in the 

sun, and I don’t replace the wet clothing with anything, setting up my camp au naturel. It 

is my reward for doing so well today on the river, and a definite benefit of being this deep 

in the wilderness.  
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I have not seen another soul for four days now. It is freeing. Solitude is a place 

too rare nowadays, but a place more necessary than ever. Alone, without distractions, the 

mind falls away, and you can hear your heart. I am listening. 

My only audience now is an eyrie of three – yes three! – Peregrine falcons, who 

are wheeling and tumbling and screaming high up amongst the red cliffs, engaged in the 

most basic, primal instinct, the universal destiny and life force of springtime mating.  

Wow, it is a fantastic show, cliff racing, the birds tumbling and diving out of the sky 

before pulling up screeching just before the ground. This display alone justifies the extra 

weight of bringing my binos.  

Well all the excitement of the last few days has worn me out, so a midday siesta is 

in order. Swear to god, there is not a cloud in the sky when I zip up my tent, and I have 

barely closed my eyes when yet another thunderstorm sneaks up on me. The canyons all 

seem to culminate in the Fool’s Canyon delta, funneling and intensifying the wind. I 

barely have time to react as the gusts try to send me and the tent back into the river. I do 

my best to anchor the tent with my arms and legs, and for fifteen minutes I’m a human 

guy line, not sure the tent will survive as it bends almost horizontal to the ground, the 

poles straining against the gale. But survive intact it does, another notch in my REI Half 

Dome’s illustrious ten-plus year career of getting me through storms. 

When I finally unzip and get back outside, the storm has passed and the blue skies 

have returned. Wow, wild weather indeed, and I’m sure that’s not the last of it. Of course 

now I have to relocate my tent, out of the wind, tucked amongst the boulders and fully 

staked down. So much for a nap – I can’t catch a break! But I am thankful - this camp is 

so much better than last nights’ camp. What a difference a day makes. 

Tonight is a leisurely camp, the kind of camp I envisioned every night when 

planning this trip. I make a great dinner, this time Packit Gourmets’ homey Chicken and 

Dumplings, with a few cookies for dessert. And of course, a nice and proper celebratory 

whiskey buzz while watching the acrobatic bats dance, chasing invisible insects as 

darkness envelopes the canyons.  

Tonight the alcohol feels justified, the buzz fits, and I know I am too physically 

tired to drink too much. Alcohol won’t get in the way tonight, it will play its appropriate 
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minor supporting role. But I know it has a darker side, and I know it can become an out 

of control demon, a demon I have wrestled with most of my life... 



 59 

THIRTEEN YEARS OLD; I’m supposed to be at Kennywood, a local 

amusement park, for the annual St. John the Baptist school picnic. Instead I am in a field 

deep in the woods with my best friends Mike and Jim, and we have scored our first case 

of beer.   

“Hey fellers, watch this!” slurs Jim from the top of the big brown stump, trying to 

stand on one leg, right before he loses his balance and falls.  

We laugh uncontrollably. Even the simple things like standing on one leg are out 

of focus now.   

Exciting stuff to thirteen year-olds. Olde English 800, Old with an “e”, a fancy 

spelling that that masks, at least to the inexperienced, the rot gut that is the cheap malt 

liquor. But that’s all our skipped lunch money will afford, and besides, we are not 

drinking for the taste. And how would we know if it is any good anyway, it’s our first 

beer? The malted beverage quickly does its job, though, and on this bright sunshiny day, 

a day supposed to be filled with thrill rides, cotton candy and greasy potato patch fries, 

we are instead filled with suds. 

We have a grand time. Suddenly we are adults, not pretending anymore, grown 

well beyond our actual awkwardness. For a while, our skinny, scrawny, all bones no 

muscle frames, spotty haired bodies and greasy red-dotted faces, aren't awkward 

anymore. The inopportune voice cracks don’t matter either. The liquor makes us cool, we 

think, despite the fact that Jim ends up passed out in a garbage dumpster. 

And we get away with it, chewing on pine needles before entering the house to 

hide our malty breath. The lies to my parents come easy, too easy. 

“Yeah, Kennywood was a blast, had a lot of fun, but I am not feeling well, must 

have been too many rides, I’m going to go to bed now”, where I soon pass out myself, the 

room spinning. 

We talk about our drunken adventure the rest of the summer, about how much fun 

alcohol made even the boring things like running through a field and falling off a stump, 

and we laugh when Jim recants waking up after dark in the blue dumpster but somehow 

also made it home and also got away with it to his parents, despite the greasy stains on 

his clothes and beer breath.   

But mostly we talk about how the beer made us feel cool, not awkward anymore, 
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how girls kinda make sense when we are buzzed, and certainly girls will like us now 

because we are cool, doing something on the edge, something far from our goody goody 

Catholic upbringing. In three months we will be integrated into the public school system, 

after eight years of sequestration behind overbearing nuns, self righteous priests and 

sermons on damnation and daily church and altar boy service dressed in white robes. 

We’ll show those secular kids who’s not lily white, who really knows cool and bad. 

We talk honestly when we are drinking, too, about all this confusion, about this 

angry, vengeful god stuff, about a god who sends you to hell for lying to your parents and 

masturbating and having sex before marriage, even though our hormones are screaming 

that sex is exactly what we should be doing now; though we haven’t the slightest idea 

what we would do with a real live actual girl. All the rulers on the wrists when homework 

is wrong, all the altar boy rituals and candles and incense and talk of redemption and the 

path to salvation that’s paved only through sacrifice; all these pressures to choose a 

vocation close to god, turning your back on the sinful, lustful, pleasurable things of this 

world, like the softness of a girl’s breast (we imagine) and the warm buzz from drinking 

beer (which we now know.) So much confusion, for what we are told doesn’t jive with 

what we see and feel. It is the begining of losing our way.   

Maybe you are supposed to be lost as a teenager, maybe that’s part of growing up. 

Who among us can understand the massive physical changes our bodies and brains are 

undergoing, not to mention the emotional changes and the innate desire to be 

independent, which puts us squarely at odds with the rules and most authority figures, 

and certainly our parents.   

Well suddenly, when we are buzzed, we see the truth that Father Bart and Sister 

Elizabeth and mom and dad are so afraid of – pleasure is good! And I want more. Why 

do we need to deny ourselves pleasure? Why do we have to follow rules? Silly altar boy 

thoughts of becoming a priest, a priest who can never marry and must spend his life 

flogging himself for even the thought of some pleasures - well those thoughts are dashed 

like ice cubes crashing into a tumbler soon to be filled with whiskey. 

And pain, awkwardness, discomfort, the elixirs of adolescence? Vanquished after 

the first sweaty, beaded, sixteen ounce golden can of 800 is empty, left glistening in the 

sun, back in the hidden fields where we drink. We talk loud and crude, us prepubescent 
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boys pretending to be men, or at least what our unfinished brains think are men, swearing 

and cussing because we can, thumping our chests to deeds done only in our imaginations. 

And we can express our feelings freely, with the built in excuse that if we cross 

the socially established rules that aren’t even established in our young minds yet, well, 

we can just say it was the beer talking if our buds call us on it. We only know at this point 

that boys don’t cry, so how can we possibly show sympathy and sadness and 

disappointment and loneliness and all the other confusing emotions that course through 

the stormy seas of adolescence? 

And I can share my secret, too, the terrifying truth that my dad is really sick, that 

he has a terrible disease, and that the death and destruction and judgment that we have 

been taught is a penance for our sins might soon be visited upon me, upon my family, 

upon my dad, whom I thought was a good man but must obviously be paying for 

something he did wrong. Why else would this be happening? And where does this leave 

me?  I too must have done something wrong. It is probably all the masturbating. Or is it 

just my original sin? Damn you Adam and Eve! Maybe it's all the times I wished Dad 

dead when he was yelling at me, or grounding me for not getting good enough grades or 

mowing the yard properly. Or no, maybe it’s just the culmination of the thousands of 

venial sins I confess every week in secrecy behind the dark screen, but never stop doing.  

Surely god is keeping score, and now it is time to pay up. 

For a couple of hours, in the marvelous throes of that first beautiful buzz, under 

this golden sunshine in our field of dreams, it is okay, everything’s okay. For alcohol is a 

release from these confusing expectations and dogma, from the shouts for conformity that 

bombard us from every direction in an attempt to drown out our own inner voice, and 

even from ourselves, all naïve and awkward, gangly boys of pimples and unruly curls and 

too long arms, as emotionally out of proportion as physically.  Well, when we are getting 

drunk, we are not lost, we are not awkward, and things make much more sense. 

And we have a story now, too. So we tell our story, and we boast of our badness 

and our nonconformity and of the big middle finger given to authority. We boast to our 

peers, who also long for the courage to break away from the rules and impositions 

demanded of them. And we tell them it is easy, all you need is the right tools, just like 

Mr. Tenerovich tells us in shop class. But it’s not a band saw to shape a block of wood 
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from timber to a fancy finished design that you need – it’s alcohol.   

We have some leftover cans of 800; we will do this again. And we do, every 

chance we get, which is not often at first, luckily.   

We spread our gospel of the freedom of alcohol, and we find others who are also 

in our church of lost, confused, wannabe rebellious souls. We gather and grow in 

numbers through high school. We gather in fields and way back in the woods, and we 

gather in basements unguarded by unaware parents, and we chase the elusive buzz that 

makes all things better, that makes us less awkward, makes us cool, accepted, and part of 

the crowd, that makes the world make sense.   

We live for the weekends, and sports and music and children’s games and the 

simple pleasures of hiding in a yellowthroat thicket or chasing pheasants take a back seat 

to the next party. Wherever a parent has been foolish or naive enough to leave a liquor 

cabinet unlocked or a basement unguarded and their teenager alone, we will be there.   

 

But alcohols' promise is not perfect. We quickly learn that we need more, better 

stories of more daring, more buzz to make this happen again. Last week’s lampshade on 

the head at the party was funny, and we are still laughing about Billy falling flat on his 

face when he tripped on a log, but now what? We need more ridiculousness to get us 

noticed, more excess – just like alcohol itself. 

And alcohol is not all glitz and glamor, either; there is also the inevitable crash, 

too. Alcohol is poison, the waste products of a microscopic animal, the shit and burps of 

simple yeast. Drinking too much shit leaves you with a hangover. Some days it’s not too 

bad, a couple of aspirin and a big glass of water and you are fine, but some days you 

can’t get out of bed, and you lie inside with a swollen, pounding head while a beautiful 

day goes to waste. No time spent with family, no chores done, no studying, no time spent 

on hobbies or enjoying the sunset or doing things that used to bring you pleasure, before 

you started drinking.   

And then there are the cringes, the things that you did that are brought to your 

attention through returning memory or worse, the things you don’t remember, things 

brought up by family and friends, or now ex-friends. Eating the leftover half eaten food 

from departed patrons’ plates at Eat n Park is bad enough, but why were we crawling 
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around the McDonald’s floor on our hands and knees? And I can't believe the guy at the 

beer distributor took my fake ID, with my cheesy mustache and fake name “Juan.” That 

would suck to get busted like Ryan did last week. By the way, how did all these glasses 

and silverware end up in the car? We stole them from Riley's basement when we were 

stoned? What the hell?! Why, for god’s sake, why did we do that? 

Soon the transgressions and cringes start to cross the line from funny and 

embarrassing to serious and really stupid, and even illegal, like, dude, where’s my car? 

Seriously, I don’t know where I left the car, despite driving around in it all night. Mom 

would really like to know that, too. And then there are the underage drinking citations, 

paid off at $5 a week for years. And skipping school to drink or get high, and the slipping 

grades because of skipping school, and the cigarette burns in mom’s brand new carpeting. 

And the fights, mostly between young males with nowhere to channel their excess 

testosterone other than through empty beer bottles and fists, but then also, inevitably, 

between young lovers who don’t know how to handle their budding, confusing, 

emotional and physical changes sober, let alone how to handle the jealousies and rages 

and anger of the mingling of the opposite sexes under the unpredictable auspices of 

alcohol. How many parties end in tears when one part of the happy couple walks into a 

beer bash only to find his or her partner flirting, or worse, depending on how drunk they 

are, with someone else? 

Certainly some don’t survive this adolescent game of truth or dare with alcohol 

and drugs. We read it in the paper, recant the stories around the fire about poor Greg’s 

brother, killed in a drunk driving accident, or that poor kid from another school district 

who we kinda know through a mutual friend, who OD’ed on some bad stuff. But always 

we tell these tales with the confidence that it won’t happen to us, for we are way too 

smart and in control for that - we can handle our liquor. Of course that is one of alcohol’s 

biggest lies... 
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ALCOHOL AFFECTS BRAIN chemistry by altering the levels of 

neurotransmitters, chemical messengers that transmit the signals throughout the body and 

control thought processes, behavior and emotion. Neurotransmitters are either excitatory - 

stimulating brain electrical activity - or inhibitory, which decreases brain electrical 

activity.   

Alcohol inhibits the functioning of the neurotransmitter glutamate receptor in the 

brain. Glutamate inhibition causes the sluggish movements, slurred speech, staggering 

and loss of muscle coordination that often occurs in party goers who have had too many.  

Inhibited glutamate causes Billy to fall. Glutamate is also responsible for new memory 

formation, so excess alcohol consumption can cause memory loss. The next day, Billy 

doesn't remember falling. 

At the same time, alcohol enhances the neurotransmitter gamma-aminobutyric 

acid, causing feelings of calm and anxiety reduction, and sometimes sleep, similar to 

valium. So we all laugh at the inability to understand Billy when he’s speaking 

incoherently, and then stumbles across the floor, tripping into the couch and passing out. 

But luckily I am different than Billy, I can control my drinking.   

Alcohol also stimulates and increases the amount of the chemical endorphins and 

dopamine released in the brain's reward center, which creates the feelings of pleasure and 

peace, not unlike cocaine and amphetamines (though not to as high levels as these 

stronger drugs), and this kills pain and leads to a high. Ahh, the alcoholic buzz, the stage 

of drinking that we wish we could stay in all night! Ahh, the release from pain! And 

especially the feelings of pleasure and peace – let us celebrate endorphins and dopamine, 

the happy drug, and its glamorous escort, alcohol!   

Dopamine is released naturally in normal people, when gazing upon a golden 

sunset across the bay from under a swaying palm as a cool breeze erases the beads of 

sweat on your goosebumps. Or when a newborn sleeping baby is nestled in your arms 

and his tiny heartbeat and short breaths open your heart to wonder and awe. When 

sharing the simple act of holding your lovers’ hand, fingers interwoven perfectly, 

conveying in that touch the gentleness of knowing someone loves you and the 

reassurance that they are real.    

But now you can get this feeling in a can or a bottle or a red solo cup, whenever 
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you want! And you don’t have to work for it, it’s there on demand, whenever you want it, 

and it doesn’t depend on other people or the weather or being in a good mood - just pop a 

top! 

This is where the slippery slope with alcohol gets steeper, where it reveals its 

subtle, sneakier, sinister sides. Chronic and/or high levels of alcohol will eventually lead 

to a decrease in dopamine release. This imbalance can result in negative feelings such as 

anxiety and anger (the mean drunk), the exact things that alcohol used to relieve. The 

reduced dopamine can result in an increased craving for alcohol, to alleviate these 

negative feelings, to get back to your happy buzz. Yet because chronic drinking releases a 

continuously reduced amount of dopamine, more and more alcohol is needed to feel 

"normal," and buzzed and happy again. Ahh, the old switcheroo – reel 'em in with some 

flash and fancy promises, we'll worry about the true cost later, when you don't have a 

choice but to pay it.  

And worse – the things that used to bring pleasure, the subtle, simple things that 

would naturally release dopamine and induce the sought after true happiness and real 

peace – well, they can no longer compete with the “buzz” now necessary from alcohol.   

So the drinking starts at events that used to bring pleasure just because they are 

fun – concerts, birthday parties, baseball games, and family gatherings. These things are 

just not as pleasurable on their own any more, under the ever-increasing demands of 

alcohol. And even worse, you start missing the things that used to bring you pleasure, 

because it now takes longer and more alcohol to get your dopamine fix. And with that 

comes all the other negative side effects of alcohol, the spinning rooms and throwing up, 

and the hangovers. And soon the hangovers last longer, and sometimes there are even 

blackouts, and then the blackouts come more frequently, and the cringes about things that 

you don’t even remember the next day become more serious. 

Physically, the body, forever a slave to its inviolable biology, responds to the 

continual introduction of alcohol by altering neurotransmitter production. And 

emotionally, you come to rely on it, at the expense of natural happiness. Happiness and 

peace, now thought to be found in a bottle, but still sought after to offset the feelings of 

confusion, awkwardness, and being lost, races ever just a few steps ahead, at the next 

party, the next buzz, the next drink - but always slightly out of reach.   
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An impressionable teenager with a cloudy, poisoned brain doesn’t recognize this. 

I just understood the need for more dopamine release, and alcohol does that, eventually, 

even if it takes more and more of it to make it happen.  

 

I honestly don’t know how we survived our youth with no one close, or even me, 

ending up dead, or killing someone else, or being killed at the hands of a drunk driver. 

What sort of haggard guardian angels did we have, who protected us as we passed a rival 

gang of drinkers in the opposite lane on busy Route 366 at 85 miles per hour, just to 

throw beer bottles at them? How did we not mow down an innocent pedestrian or two 

who happened in our way as we recklessly played car tag, which required physically 

“tagging” the other cars to make them “it”?   

How did we not end up in the slammer when we turfed the junior high football 

field in the AMC Pacer, laughing hysterically as we slide from one side of the bubble car 

to the other, spilling beer everywhere, not once, not twice, but three times in one night? 

How stupid were we to go to the local hangout and announce that we are going to turf the 

field, come watch us? The audience in the bleachers sees the red and blue lights flying up 

the entrance the same time we do, but we are able to cut across the field and escape by 

driving through the walking path and backyards between houses that lead to the maze of 

our subdivision. We actually thought we got away with it, until we end up trapped in a 

police roadblock two streets over, unable to explain why the car is covered in dirt, and 

why there are all these empty beer cans in the car.   

But again, miraculously, we get away with it, me because I wasn’t driving. This 

time I am driven back to my house in a police car, another underage drinking citation in 

hand, but luckily mom is not home, and the officer grows weary of waiting for her after a 

long night of chasing drunken idiot youths. He lets me go with a promise to make sure I 

will tell her of my errant ways.   

“Of course, officer,” the Cheshire cat smile well earned when mom comes home 

five minutes after the police cruiser leaves. Again, bad things don’t happen to us when 

we drink.   

I never get caught, and it is easy to justify drinking as a teen, and easy to chalk it 
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all up to just having fun. And most times it is, the majority of the time no one gets hurt. 

And don’t I deserve a little fun? Besides, it’s only when I am sober that life is drudgery 

and the reality of being a maladjusted awkward bastard fatherless teenager sets in. 

But I don’t recognize the effects of alcohol on my body, on my mind, on my 

relationships, and later, on my career or marriage in young adulthood. It’s easy to look 

the other way. Besides, it’s not a problem, everyone is doing it.  

Patterns are being formed, ruts are being made. I am not immune from basic 

biology, and I am certainly not stronger than alcohol. I even bring some with me now, 

deep into these canyons. 
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OF COURSE THERE ARE more thunder boomers overnight, but I’m very 

secure in this tent site, in finding my bearings today, in the return of my faith, and in the 

nice whiskey buzz that sings me to sleep – the boomers don’t bother me in the least. They 

move out before dawn, and I am greeted with a glorious sunrise over Fool’s Canyon.  

The morning is awful quiet, though. I anticipated a lot more birdsong from the 

yellow warblers and yellowthroats and towhees and wrens. It is strangely silent as I sip a 

cup of steaming joe. Too quiet; I sense something is amiss.  

And just then, from directly behind me, comes a rush of wind, faster than a 

thunderstorm gust. My heart jumps into my throat as two ducks whistle by not ten feet 

over my head, wings beating fast, hearts beating even faster, flying as if their life depends 

on it. And it does, for right behind them, flying just as hard, comes another whoosh, this 

time storming down from high above – a Peregrine falcon in hot pursuit. 

The ducks make a beeline for the river 100 feet away, losing altitude quickly, but 

the Peregrine is gaining, maneuvering towards the ducks like an F-16 screaming at a 

target in Top Gun. The ducks have the advantage this time, though, and they plummet to 

the safety of the river just outside the talons of the masterful aerial hunter, who pulls up 

screaming, and climbs back up high to his kingdom amongst the cliffs. 

Wow, now that was absolutely incredible, pure adrenaline! I have never seen 

anything even remotely like what I have just witnessed. Raw, pure nature, there is no 

better way to feel alive! That’s another reason why I’m out here! Nature always gets me 

into the brilliant present. 

 

And I need all of my wits again this morning. What was I saying last night about 

the thunderstorms not bothering me? I should have looked at the river before thinking 

that. This morning the Escalante is again a roiling, frothy, muddy milkshake, probably 

raging at twice the flow rate it was when I exited from it yesterday. Yikes, so much for an 

anticipated nice and easy 8 miles today. 

I need all of the skills I improved upon yesterday to help me today, but even so, 

I’m still dumped a couple of times; things are just coming at me a lot faster. Neither of 

the swims are bad, there is no panic, and my fears are kept in check by my confidence. 

But there is very little grace left in my paddling, either – I take one set of rapids half in, 
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half out of the boat, somewhat in control, but in no real danger, just tired. I’m not looking 

for style points anyway – I just want to get to Coyote.  

I am also painfully aware of how sore I am today – my fingers are blistered, my 

arms are aching from the constant paddling, and my is back sore, mostly because my seat 

back has been ripped off completely during one of my spills and now dangles uselessly 

from the hull, instead of providing support. Such a switch from my lower body usually 

being sore in the backcountry. 

It’s too bad I’m fatigued today, because the scenery is spectacular again, the best 

of the trip. The glorious Escalante River canyons are putting on their best show, deep red 

and yellow gorges set against the big blue sky. I wish I had more time to appreciate it, but 

I have to be content with enjoying them in between bouts with the rapids.  

Wow, so many side canyons I wish I had time to explore, too, especially Stevens. 

I had planned to at least climb up to Stevens Arch, a huge, spectacular red arch that spans 

over 200 feet and is backlit by brilliant blue sky today, but dammit, I’m just too tired. I’ll 

probably regret that later, but I know at Stevens Arch that I have only one more river mile 

to go, and I’m ready to get back on dry land. I know I will make it to Coyote today, the 

hardest part of my adventure completed! 

I’m not really paying attention again, back on the river, and I almost float right by 

Coyote Gulch, a side canyon and stream entering the Escalante from the right. Wow, it 

begins to sink in that I did it, I survived the 40 mile river float down the Escalante! The 

adrenaline helps me drag my fully loaded raft about 300 yards up the Gulch to a fine 

camping spot I find tucked under a huge red rock alcove above the stream. 

 

First things first, there is a little prayer of thanksgiving under the bright green 

cottonwoods before I make camp in the alcove. I haven’t yet forgotten that two night’s 

ago I wasn’t sure if I would make it this far. I am learning that gratitude is a powerful ally 

in my search for my path and a fulfilling life. 

Wow, with the scariest part of the trip behind me, I can surely walk out of here 

now over the next few days. The relief is tangible. I let my guard down, and for the first 

time I realize how tired I am. I relax in my raft with my feet up, my hat down over my 

eyes, and doze into a contented, dreamlike state. 
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Camp tonight is early, the celebration subdued as I allow the exhaustion to 

overtake my body. The freedom from my rafting fears is replaced by a peace of mind and 

a growing confidence that I can handle big challenges, new adventures, and things 

outside my comfort zone. Little do I know I will soon need these lessons. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, I morph again, this time from pack rafter to pack mule. 

Today all of the equipment that I’ve let the river shoulder, including my raft, must 

somehow fit into my backpack, and I have to haul it fifteen miles up through the canyons 

and out of here. My pack is huge, the school bus yellow fins of my paddles towering two 

feet over my head, wrapped in my bright orange personal flotation device, and topped 

with a jet black water helmet. The bright blue drybags and raft are strapped securely to 

the outside of my pack. It’s actually a pretty good job of getting everything together 

securely, not nearly as unwieldy as I thought it might be, even if it is gaudy. 

But it is very heavy, well over 60 pounds I’m sure. The backpack straps cut into 

my shoulders like the river that carved these canyons, my legs shake under the burden, 

and sweat immediately forms on my forehead. It will not be a fun few days, but at least I 

am walking today – I know how to do that. And I do have some real worries on the trail, 

if not outright moments of terror, on some of the very slippery banks and steep side trails 

up the gulch. Gravity pulls awkwardly on my uneven load, constantly threatening to take 

me down, and there are no established trails here. I trudge right up the canyon in the 

water most of the time, which requires constant vigilance. I find a good sturdy walking 

stick to assist, and I carefully pick my way along some very steep sections, thankful that 

my canyoneering river shoes stick to the sandy rock like glue. 

Most of the hike out is uneventful, just trudging forward, one step at a time, trying 

not to focus on the weight on my back. It’s much like every day life, doing what needs 

done to make it to the next camp or next landmark or goal. But man it is so much more 

bearable, enjoyable even, to be hiking in this spectacular canyon, however heavy the 

weight, versus hiking thru the tedious spreadsheets and mundane goals of my workaday 

existence in my beige office cell. 

The beauty of these canyons makes all the difference. The waterfalls in the desert, 

glinting silver in the sun, the emerald green hanging gardens of the desert drips, the 

spectacular cliffs and alcoves and arches, the improbability of the massive cottonwoods 

that line the permanent stream, the bright blue clear sky, not even a puffy white cloud 

after days of thunderstorms. It is perfect. The beauty stirs my soul, awakens me to the 

peace that I know is always inside of me, the peace of my childhood yellowthroat thicket.  

I know I need to learn to bring this awareness home with me, to tap into that 
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wellspring of peace and serenity even when doing laundry. And I have been practicing, 

but it just seems so much more believable when outside and surrounded by unparalleled 

beauty... 
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A FEW YEARS AGO, I took another solo trip into the desert, this time down 

into the Big Ditch, the Grand Canyon. Of course I was looking for beauty and escape 

from my over-stressed job then, too, but in hindsight my life was much less worrisome. 

Which allowed for a more open mind and heart. 

So I packed up some books and wise words recommended by a trusted friend, a 

week’s worth of food and gear, and headed down. The trek was much like this hike in the 

Escalante, a pack too big but the weight not even noticeable because my spirit soared. 

There were big horn sheep and thunderstorms ridden out in a cave, a full lunar eclipse 

one night, and lots of time for contemplation. 

And there was a shift in me, too, a tapping into a level of consciousness I 

heretofore didn’t know I had. I was reading about our true abilities as co-creators in this 

world, about how our attitudes and thoughts and how we “pray” shape our world, about 

how the only limits are the ones we set on ourselves. 

And while my linear, analytical brain would quickly dismiss such mumbo-jumbo 

back in the “real world”, out here, alone, in the truly spectacular world of rock and sky, 

well it all seemed possible. So with my left brain safely stowed back at the lodge on the 

canyon rim, I was free to experiment. 

 

Hiking through the Canyon, with my attention focused inward, free of 

distractions, I reflect on what I am reading. I’m thinking about how we imagine our own 

realities; I’ve never realized that I had any control over it before. Could there be 

something to this? Could I make my wishes come true? Could I even be a messiah, too? 

Could I make a few miracles? 

I know my answer that day on the trail was “Yes!”  

I wrote down the events and my feelings and experiences that day in my journal, 

afraid I wouldn’t believe it later myself, afraid that time would dull the memory. It has. 

But I think back to that day now, my memory jogged by the same feeling of peace and 

knowing I am experiencing now in the Escalante. 

My first imagining that day in The Canyon was that the low hanging clouds that 

stuck to the canyon walls like lint on a dark sweater would roll away. Of course it had 

rained every day of the trip up to this point, par for the course in my wilderness 
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wanderings. In the Zen of a fast paced walk I push my wish to the background, and as I 

enter a big horseshoe drainage, I am so sure the rain is imminent that I stop and put the 

rain cover on my pack and put on my rain hat. I press on into the slot canyon. 

But as I leave the side canyon, it takes a few seconds for me to realize that the 

rain and clouds have dissipated. The last of the rain that I was so sure was inevitable is 

vaporizing right in front of my eyes, replaced with a gorgeous sunny sky full of white 

puffy clouds! Wow, how can this be? I snap beautiful pictures of the landscape, 

marveling at the sights, secretly wondering, “Did I do this?” 

Brimming with a bit of confidence now, I imagine that the irritating game of 

passing and getting passed on the narrow trail by the German family will end—and it 

does, we somehow time our picture and rest stops to not overlap. 

Ok, this is interesting, I think, let’s keep it going. 

My camera batteries are just about dead, and I don’t want to stop and change them 

- so I imagine that they last until I stop for lunch. And they do, through a couple dozen 

more pictures! Next, I imagine the perfect lunch spot, and – well, soon there is an 

overlook that peers the entire way down to the muddy Colorado River at the bottom, and 

also soars to the top of the North Rim, complete with a perfect rock bench where I enjoy 

the most scenic trail lunch I’ve ever eaten! 

After lunch I’m tired, so I imagine the boundless energy I had this morning, and it 

returns. Wow, is this really happening? Dare I really test my new-found “powers?”  

I decide to put it to the test—I imagine seeing a California Condor. There are only 

about 300 California Condors left in the world, the majority in a captive breeding 

program. There are about 30 in the Grand Canyon. But the Grand Canyon is a BIG place; 

I didn’t see one on the last trip, a real disappointment. But maybe now I will.  

Hiking along the Tonto Trail in the Grand Canyon is like following a map contour 

line; there is little elevation gain, but it is maddening how many hidden folds there are in 

the trail, especially when you can see your destination across the wide vistas but it takes 

forever to get there. My latest fold is into the Horn Creek drainage. I know I’ve read that 

condors have nested in this region in the past, but they are very nomadic in winter. Even 

so, I stop often to peer through my binos at all the caves in the upper Redwall limestone 

layer—but no condors appear. 
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I stop to rest at Horn Creek; there is a pretty little campsite next to the creek. I 

thought about camping here when I planned the trip, but the water is radioactive, spoiled 

by one of the purest uranium mining operations in the world at the top of the drainage. I 

cringe that we’ve left such a lasting mar on a national treasure. 

“Where’s my condor?” I verbally ask to no one, before shouldering my pack.  

I clearly see in my mind my bino case falling to the desert floor in my haste to get 

a view of North America’s largest bird.  

And sure enough, fifteen minutes later, my bino case is in the dirt as I raise my 

glasses to spy a majestic California Condor! It banks left, its outer primaries spread wide, 

the bright white patches under its wings clearly identifying the bird. It sails majestically 

on the canyon thermals, just as they have since the days of the dinosaurs. I watch for five 

minutes before it disappears over the horizon. 

Wow, I’m awestruck. Not just at the condor, as impressive as it is; but also at the 

shift in my perspective, in my unlearning. Wow, I feel alive, happy, amazed, miraculous. 

And fortunate—so many teachers have led me here. I’m grateful, thinking of them a lot 

on this trip. I send some of my peace and contentment their way. 

Back on the trail, I imagine a black-throated sparrow perched upon a yucca stalk, 

and sure enough, a sparrow-sized bird pops up on a yucca. Again, the bino case is in the 

dirt, but this time the bird is not my imagined prize, just an ordinary junco.  

“Ha!”, I laugh, wondering if the universe is just keeping me honest. I picture a 

laughing, bald-headed monk in earth-toned robes sharing the experience with me, 

grinning from ear to ear. Nirvana found, nirvana lost, just as quickly.  

I realize most of my glimpses of nirvana have been fleeting, like the sighting of a 

rare animal I have been seeking, an eagle fleeing ahead of my approach, caught only as it 

flies away. Damn, it had been there all along, sitting silently, directly above me. If only I 

had noticed! But I was too busy looking at my feet. 
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WELL THE UNIVERSE HAS certainly been keeping me honest since the 

Grand Canyon. A little too honest, I wince, thinking of my wife’s situation. 

I tried to keep the lessons of that trip with me as I re-entered my work world, but 

they quickly faded. They were not replicable in the boardroom, or in my cube late at 

night constructing intricate spreadsheets. The magic wasn’t sustainable in my marriage, 

and changing diapers in the middle of the night wasn’t as fulfilling. Soon I was back to 

my old ruts and patterns. 

It is so much easier to believe in miracles in a place as magical and spectacular as 

the Grand Canyon, where the truth of the timeless universe and our brief mark on it are 

on full display. It is also much easier to make magic when you are setting your own 

agenda, doing what you want to do, like hiking, as opposed to working on someone else’s 

agenda, the boss’s demands, or someone else’s dreams. I suppose this is what separates 

me from the spiritual masters – they are in touch with their inner peace and creative 

power even when taking out the trash. Clearly I have a long way to go.  

 

But today in the Escalante, after a week and a half in the wilderness, the fog of 

civilization has sloughed off like the water over my raft, and I am feeling free, feeling my 

creative powers, feeling my inner messiah again. Welcome back, old friend! 

On the last day on the trail, I find I am following a glossy ibis. A glossy ibis this 

deep in the desert? Hmm, sure there is a stream here, but I take notice, the ibis seems out 

of place. He leads me further up the canyon, always flying a couple hundred yards ahead 

of me when I approach. The ibis was a bird of veneration to the ancient Egyptians; hmm, 

there’s one here, not too far (at least as the ibis flies) from the start of my trip at the Egypt 

trailhead. Is the bird leading me to treasure, or around peril? Or perhaps my senses have 

just become more accustomed to appreciating the wonder of this place, of life itself, of 

the simple joyous beauty that, yeah, we are alive! Yes, life feels good today, very good. 

It’s been a long time since I have felt this way. 

Another karma moment happens further upstream as I accidentally stumble upon 

a cairn that leads me safely and efficiently around a slot canyon jammed with cottonwood 

trunks and willow tangles. Looking down into the slot, I never would have made it up 

through there with my unwieldy load, and probably would have wandered, tortuously 
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with this pack, looking for the way around. I offer a simple prayer of thanksgiving, to the 

universe, to the gods and to the ibis and all the people who are praying and thinking about 

me on this trip. I can feel them in my heart, and I am grateful. 

 

After the tangle, I enter the easiest hiking of the trip. There are no waterfalls and 

the stream is still wide and flat enough that I don’t have to watch my footing, and there 

are no more willow tangles. The lost weight of consumed food and fuel has been replaced 

with a carefree, light grace. It buoys me as I travel upstream in contented bliss. 

Feeling in touch with my inner messiah again, at a break I wish for a nice walking 

stick, to get me up this last dry wash, now that I’ve lost the stream. And maybe someone 

to take my picture when I get back to the trailhead; that would be nice, too.  

Sure enough, there is my sturdy walking stick around the next bend. I need it too, 

for there is one last challenge, another really steep scramble out of the sandy wash and up 

the eroding yellow sandstone fin of Redwall canyon. Fingers and knees are bloodied 

again, and my heart is racing, as for a split second gravity starts to win, pulling me 

backwards. But I survive through sheer determination, and maybe just a little push 

forward from my guardian angel.  

Soon I reach the top of Kaiparowitz, the level plateau where I started this journey. 

I feel incredibly strong right now, even though it’s been twelve days of adventure. I’m 

walking tall even with the weight of the pack, and the sunshine seems brighter, the air 

crisper, the whole scene in sharp technicolor focus. I’m singing out loud (and off key, of 

course) and at the top of my lungs, and there is actually a bounce in my step. I take a self 

portrait at the Glen Canyon Recreation Area boundary sign, the glee visible on my face, 

and make a corny video, complete with triumphant music and lots of congratulatory f-

bombs of joy and accomplishment. 

And what about my other last wish, someone to take my picture as I arrive back at 

the trailhead? On cue three guys pull up in a red pick-up, scout the area briefly for their 

own adventure, and they gladly agree to take my picture as I regale them with my 

adventure tale. They take off as fast as they appeared, leaving me alone to celebrate, just 

like I imagined.  

Hmm, maybe I can learn to conjure up my faith, my knowing, when needed. 
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Maybe I just need to keep practicing. And following my cairns. 
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SOLO AGAIN, THE WAY it should be, once I get back to my car I strip out of 

my filthy clothes and wet shoes and socks, and enjoy a quick Wet-Ones bath. Hey, I 

don’t smell or look that bad, after getting a glimpse in the mirror! The breeze dries my 

browned skin and my clothes quickly, and putting deodorant on for the first time in over 

a week is rewarding. Whoops of joy, yeah me, I did it! 

But first things first – I didn’t get here by myself. My knees are back in the sand, 

and I offer the most heartfelt offering I can make, thanking God and my family and 

friends for their prayers that got me through, and for the cairns sent my way. For now, 

back safely, I finally recognize what a truly wonderful spiritual adventure this has been. 

It just keeps getting better, too – once my cell phone charges, believe it or not, I 

have a signal, and I’m able to reach Debbie and the kids, who are just getting out of 

school back East. Woo-who, everyone is safe and sound!  

Well, that calls for a celebration, and for that I need a real miracle. Well how 

about this? The beer that I’ve stowed in a cheap promotional cooler eight days ago is still 

kinda cold. Okay, it’s not ice cold, and it’s a porter, so it shouldn’t be that cold, and 

maybe I’m just incredibly thirsty – but it is cold enough that it is the best beer I have ever 

had, and that qualifies enough as a miracle for me! 

I’ve never felt this good, this strong, at the end of a long trip, and this is the 

longest solo trip I have ever completed – I feel stronger than when I started. My car has 

satellite radio, so I’m blaring the tunes. The spring winds now carry a sense of 

accomplishment along with the intoxicating smell of desert sage. No one is around for 

miles, I’m only disturbing the lizards blasting an Iron Maiden tune from my crazy youth. 

The music drowns out my bad singing (thank god, say the lizards.) Holy shit, I did it, I 

pulled it off! Holy shit, holy fucking shit, un-be-fuckin-lievable! My grin is ear to ear, 

and I’m brimming with pride! 

 

I am thrilled I pulled off my little adventure. I have accomplished what I set out to 

accomplish, I’ve taken on a completely new task, mastered new skills, reached deep 

down inside myself when forced to face my fears, withstood the trials and tribulations of 

a big, solo, unsupported trip, and persevered through the obstacles in my path. I am proud 

of the lessons learned, both inside and outside.  
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The feelings of accomplishment, of strength, of deep satisfaction and happiness 

that course through my being now – this is why I did this trip. It was worth all the 

planning, all the blood sweat and tears, all the risk. A big bonus is the unexpected 

feelings of peace and profound calm and a grace I didn’t know I had – the byproduct of 

following my path, and a dividend of the wilderness, the place where I belong, where my 

heart sings and soul stirs. 

I end my pilgrimage in the desert asking the universe to help me to keep these 

lessons and feelings with me – for what I don’t know now is I will need them all, more 

than I ever could have imagined... 
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Part II – The Depth of Ruts and Patterns  
 

 

 

 

 

“The tragedy of life is not that it ends so soon, but that we wait so long to begin it.”  

-W. M. Lewis 
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THERE IS A JOYOUS reunion back home with my wife and kids, heroic tales 

of adventure shared with my family and friends, and a renewed sense of strength and 

confidence that things will be okay. Deb and I enjoy a renewed closeness, too, though her 

markers are not improving in any way. But they are not deteriorating, either, so we push 

these concerns into the background and resume a normal life of work and chasing after 

two quickly growing boys. Back to routine, joyfully at first. 

Routines are good when they are balanced. They allow us to get through a lot of 

the mandatory chores and drudgery of daily life that just needs done. Taking care of the 

house and yard, cleaning up after the kids, doing homework, getting up and going to 

work everyday, these things are a lot easier to bear when you can just shift your mind to 

auto-pilot and concentrate on bigger concerns. 

Work once again begins to steal too much of my attention and time. Most days 

see at least ten hours at the office, some days many more. Throw in a few weekend days 

too, and a fifty minute commute each way, and the largest chunk of my day is spent 

working. My job is tedious, too, tracking hundreds of capital projects that aggregate to 

hundreds of millions of dollars, reporting on these to senior management. The tedious 

nature of the work and spreadsheet skills needed to track them sucks me deep into a 

world of minutia and worry, not helped by the constant connectedness of smart phones 

that ring and ding and beep at all hours, everyday. Soon spreadsheets that don’t add up 

are chasing me deep into my dreams again. 

Just as with cairns, routines need to be balanced to be effective. My routines are 

not balanced; work takes up too much of my time and energy. But I don’t know what to 

do about it. I need this job, for the money, as my wife does not work, and her medical 

bills and needs, even with insurance, are substantial. And mostly, I need this job for the 

medical insurance. We would be broke in no time without coverage. So I am afraid to ask 

for help, especially since everyone at work seems to work this hard. Once again, work 

engulfs most of my attention. 

I long for a job that doesn’t require this much of my time. A four-day work week, 

even if the workdays are ten hours, but better yet, if I only worked thirty-two hours a 

week. Maybe throw in a day or two of physical labor too, to ward off the slump in my 

neck that is forming from hunching over a computer all day. Ahh, but part-time work 
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rarely comes with full time benefits, and manual work doesn’t have the paycheck we 

need right now. Ok, at this point I would gladly accept a job that was truly only forty 

hours a week. But that ain’t happening anytime soon. I feel stuck, boxed in.  

 

Living in routine is certainly not living in the present. And it is far from the bright 

brilliant clarity of the desert on my Escalante escapade, where I truly lived in the 

moment, in bright, glorious color, not the boring beige of my overbearing office life and 

the gray areas of my wife’s illness. And worse, just as with alcohol, too much one-sided, 

unbalanced routine can lead to bad habits, changing the way our brain works through 

repetition and redundancy. The lessons of the Grand Canyon and the Escalante that I felt 

so clearly in my heart in the desert are slowly buried under spreadsheets and 

responsibilities, eroded away by time spent too far from the present. 
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 BUT OTHER CHANGES ARE coming fast now too.   

 My once stable job is now on very shaky ground, my employer now targeted to be 

acquired by a hostile suitor. Surely job consolidations and job losses are coming, many 

will be forced to relocate, and we will all have to “do more with less”, the new catch 

phrase. We are all forced to learn new systems and a new business culture and in some 

cases, a new job, as those of us who refuse the “offers” to move to the new company's 

headquarters in another state are demoted and given jobs we did a decade ago. But at 

least I still have a job; hundreds of others are let go. 

Work does not care when a loved one in the family is sick, especially now. There 

are curt words of “Oh I'm sorry”, but clearly no understanding of the gravity of the 

situation, and certainly no offers to take time off to accompany my wife to her chemo 

treatments. Deadlines do not change, the overtime is still expected, and there is no 

tolerance for the errors of omission that happen oh so frequently now as I realize the 

absurdity of what I am forced to consider important in my job. Really, we’re going to 

spend an hour fixing print titles and re-formatting fonts that are already perfectly legible, 

just to sate the spoiled executives’ expectations?   

 So I stay late, I make my spreadsheets pretty at the expense of being at home, 

instead of helping Deb pick out a wig at the mastectomy shop, or getting the kids from 

school on days she is sick from the bombardment of drugs and chemicals. I ask if 

working from home is an option, but that is denied except for “extraordinary 

circumstances.” My boss knows my situation, but apparently a spouse with cancer isn’t 

extraordinary. 

 I am too afraid of losing my job to push it. If I lose my job, I will lose my health 

insurance, and these bills are just too big right now. My wife’s chemo treatments are 

ridiculously expensive, and we cannot afford to be without insurance for even one day. 

Hell, we are struggling with the annual deductibles, which we usually meet in the first 

quarter of every year. I fear that if I lose this job, I may not find another if the potential 

new employer gets wind of my wife’s condition. We certainly won’t qualify for private 

insurance, with one of the most expensive pre-existing conditions one can imagine, Stage 

III-C cancer. It keeps me at my computer until late at night, and then keeps me up at 

night. 
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 I descend into a life of fear. Fear of losing my wife. Fear of becoming a single 

parent and struggling like my mom had to, fear of raising two boys alone when I haven’t 

even been to a parent teacher conference or wellness checkup in a decade, since my wife 

retired to raise our boys. Fear of losing my job, my financial security, and all my savings 

to a health crisis with no insurance. Fear of getting an illness myself, like my dad. Fear of 

not doing a good enough job at work anymore, if my errors are caught. Some mornings 

the weight of it all makes it the hardest thing in the world to even get out of bed after 

another sleepless night of spreadsheets and omitted details and cancer cells and chemo 

and radiation treatments chasing me deep into the night.   
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 LIVING IN FEAR IS tiring. It drains my energy, already dangerously depleted 

by the lack of sleep and trying to keep up with all the new job responsibilities and the 

additional travel now to the new headquarters three hours away, and complicated by 

having to prove myself all over again to the new bosses after losing fifteen years of good 

will that I had built up with the old company's management team. Most of my old bosses 

were ushered out the door with the merger, or demoted to positions that lack real power. 

There are reminders everywhere, as friends and co-workers and ex-bosses are now out on 

the same street that I am so desperately trying to avoid. I feel totally isolated, an island. 

 I need an old friend, I need some comfort, something I can rely upon, something 

that will make me feel better. Something that is not changing, something that is constant 

and true and proven, something that has worked for me in the past. Hmmm, who or what 

can I count on to make me feel better?   

 My wife? No, she is sick, she has problems much worse than mine, and how 

selfish would that be to put some of my burden on her now? 

 How about wilderness? True, I used to make quick trips to a local wilderness not 

far from work in between my big trips, just to ward of the beige and refresh my battery – 

but there is no time for these quick trips anymore. Overnights to the Ridge dwindle and 

dry up, replaced by overtime and trips to the new headquarters instead. 

 My job, can I take some comfort in knowing it will be there if I need some time to 

work through some personal issues, maybe take a little time off knowing that I have 

kicked myself in the ass for twenty-plus years, and certainly I can fall back on that good 

will? Ha! Not anymore! The merger has wiped all of that out, in the stroke of a pen. I am 

no different now than a new employee having to prove himself all over again, back to 

Day 1. 

 How about God? Why don't I just pray a little harder, have some faith that things 

will work out? You know, like how I prayed my Catholic prayers when my dad was sick? 

How about the prayers I learned in the Grand Canyon, in the Escalante? The prayers for 

signs and directions, for condors and walking sticks? Hmm, it seems prayer only works 

for little things. Besides, gripped in my fears and ashamed of my anger, I hardly feel 

worthy of any god's attention. 

 But I do recall a friend who never asks questions, never pries into my business 
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and dirt, doesn't care if I solve my problems or not, and always makes me feel better, at 

least at first – alcohol.   

 

And so I return. At least for just a little bit, I tell myself, just to get me through 

this rough patch. 

 I cocoon myself in as small of a universe as I can. I avoid as many social 

situations as possible, keeping my head down at work, staying in my beige cube, not 

going for walks at lunchtime anymore, no more happy hours, no more emails to friends, 

no more plans for my next adventure. Just get me through the day not too bruised, get me 

through this challenge, surely better days are coming. Just get me to a nice little beer buzz 

at night, so that I can forget the pain and deadlines and stress. I just want to be left alone 

with my buzz, my good friend, my comforter. Old alcohol routines return quickly. 

And boy do I need more of those drinks a few months later... 
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IT IS ANOTHER DAY that will live on in infamy, forever baked into the bright 

searing white hot pain of memory. It is yet another beautiful summer day, this time in late 

August. It has been almost a year of relative calm and remission since the last diagnosis, 

but that is about to change. All of our bad news has been delivered in September on this 

cancer journey, but this time the news is so bad it can’t wait. 

I want to give Deb a break, she is tired, and so I take the boys to practice after 

work. After dropping Jake off at the football field, Trevor and I go to the batting cages, 

because he has forgotten how to hit again, and right before summer tournament play, too. 

I pitch; Trevor swings and misses, over and over. 

What the heck, that looks like mom’s car pulling in? Wait, that is mom – I wonder 

what she’s doing here, she was so looking forward to an evening to herself tonight. 

Oh my God.   

Wait, no – NO, this can’t be.   

Please no!   

Before she can tell me why she is there, I know from the look on her face that this 

is about the cancer, and it is not good.   

“The doctor just called…” she cries. Clearly she has been crying the whole ride 

over here. 

“It’s bad…” is all she can say, her voice breaking and trailing off, lost trying to 

hold back the sobs. 

I fall to my knees right there in the dirt as she tells me the latest test results, the 

tears leaving muddy tracks down my dusty face, once again sucked into a vortex of 

disbelief as the universe collapses back in on itself. The robins stop singing, the sounds of 

coaches yelling instruction and bats hitting balls and cheers from parents disappear. I can 

only hear the sound of my gasps in between sobs, but it is getting further away as I shrink 

towards meaninglessness. 

Little T is left standing at the plate, alone, the bat resting limply on his shoulder. 

His feet are frozen to the ground, completely unsure what he should do and how he 

should react to both of his parents crying in the dirt again. 
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THE BRAKES ARE OFF are off now. This latest news has left me wallowing 

in fear and pity, deep into my ruts and patterns. I abandon my prayers and spirituality. It 

seems my cairns are all leading straight to hell now. I am unable or unwilling to reach for 

my usual salves and balms, reaching only for my old and trusty patterns and habits of 

drinking.   

I had been trying to monitor my drinking, to at least keep it in moderation, to 

remember my self-taught lessons of less is more, to stop at the buzz. But why do that 

now? It all seems so pointless. My wife has cancer, it is not slowing down. In fact it has 

now progressed to Stage IV, medically incurable, there are only life extending options 

now, no more life saving opportunities. The cancer has spread, metastasized, now 

showing in her bones, her lungs, and most disturbing, her liver.   

The PET scan is scary, Deb’s lungs and bones are glowing. Most egregious, her 

liver is lit up like a streetlamp. So this is what Stage IV looks like.   

“I’ve had one Stage IV patient alive for five years with a similar diagnosis, 

another for two years”, Doc tells us, trying to be encouraging. 

“Out of how many, Doc? Hundreds?” I ask. 

She doesn’t answer. 

We discuss conventional chemo options, massive doses of powerful chemicals, 

even settling on another desperate round of chemical carpet-bombing. At her next 

treatment, the attending PA can’t believe the dosages recommended, and makes Deb wait 

as she asks the doc for confirmation. She tries not to cry when she returns and has to look 

at Deb. Before we leave the hospital that day, even the Doctor embraces her. It is never a 

good sign when the doctor hugs the patient when leaving an appointment. 

 

And my job is now horribly overbearing, too, the new boss only wants more more 

more during the day. I am still terrified that I will lose my job in the planned “merger” 

job consolidations and plant closures, which seem to happen every few months now. It's 

not the money, it the loss of health benefits – my wife's new chemo treatments are 

ridiculously expensive. Who would ever insure her now with this extremely expensive no 

way out pre-existing condition?    

The kids need more now too, it is the overlapping baseball and football seasons, 
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and the drives to practice and games is never-ending. Sure this is normal attention for 

kids their age, but now it seems too much.   

And the bill collectors only want more money at night. We are forced to change 

providers with the merger, and the new company's health benefits aren't recognized by 

my wife's current doctors (because they are out of state), so none of her extraordinary 

bills have been paid. Despite Deb spending hours on the phone with them, we've been 

turned over to the collection agencies. My credit score is completely trashed through no 

fault of my own. The phone rings every night with folks wanting paid. I just ignore the 

calls. 

I feel like I am in a multi-dimensional vice-grip, the pressure on all fronts, 

unrelenting, life's biggest issues all crashing down on me all at once. Long term plans 

seem meaningless. Little problems at home explode into big fights, and festering wounds 

ooze their bitter puss when the bandages are ripped off. Accusations of me causing the 

cancer come up in the worst fights, the threat of divorce probably more from wanting to 

escape the pressure-cooker than anything else, but hurtful to both of us just the same. 

Hopelessness seems ever-present, as crushing as a deep water diver trapped on the 

ocean floor; I might as well drink. Alcohol seems my only release. 

 

Used to be I would rarely drink during the work week; I usually was too tired 

anyway. But lately I have been stopping at the mix-n-match six pack store at the bottom 

of the hill from the office a couple times a week after work, popping a top for the ride 

home and usually finishing a six pack each evening. At least I feel a little better under the 

influence of a warm buzz. It makes coming home easier, and my problems don't seem as 

overbearing and all mine – I've got my happy place.   

It's not like I am an alcoholic. I never miss work no matter how bad the hangover, 

I'm not out getting into trouble drinking. I'm not doing crazy stunts anymore. I'm just 

drinking to drink, drinking to get drunk, drinking to forget, drinking to relieve the 

pressure, drinking because I'm tired and I just don't care much anymore... 
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OFTEN TIMES POPULAR trails in a well-visited park will have to be retired 

and replaced because their overuse and popularity have worn ruts deep into the soil, even 

through rock. They are now inflicting permanent damage on the landscape. They become 

an erosion channel, a mini canyon, wearing deeper in the middle, the sides growing taller, 

forcing all traffic through them. Water, snow and ice collect in these ruts, drowning them, 

leaving them a muddy mess. Hikers bypass the mess, forming new trails around the mud, 

making the scars bigger. Finally someone in the park service recognizes that these trails 

have to be relocated, and a new trail constructed, before the damage is permanent. The 

scars of these old trails may remain for years, though, decades even. It is easy for 

unaware hikers to return to them, if they are not properly signed and closed off and 

protected. 

My ruts and patterns are worn deep now too. In times of fear, like this, I have a 

need to keep using them – because it just takes too much effort to construct new ones. So 

I wear them deeper, to the point that I can no longer see out of them. Any cairns meant 

for me, signs along the trail, along my path – well, I can't even see over the lip of my ruts, 

or through the hazy blur of the daily buzz. Most days I don't even look. If they are there, 

they are mostly missed. I am traveling through this nightmare numb and afraid, on auto 

pilot, just trying to get through. 
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BUT CAIRNS OFTEN COME in the form of people, too. These people are 

mentors, teachers, and helpers who show up in your life exactly when you need them, 

often times bearing gifts. Not an impersonal appetizer or bottle of wine showing up at a 

party kind of gift, but often times just simply advice or an offer for growth in a new 

direction, for a way out of a rut. The proverbial knock of opportunity, just when you need 

it the most. 

Of course, as with cairns, we don’t have to accept their gifts or travel with them; 

we can stay in our ruts, the choice is always ours. But even in the depths of my ruts, I 

knew Jaimie was someone I should pay attention to. 

 

I recognized Jaimie was special the first time we met. It was probably a half-

dozen years ago, at an after-work happy hour, and Jaimie came with one of my co-

workers. She’s around my age, a small woman, thin and maybe 100 pounds soaking wet, 

but muscular and in shape, clearly a runner. She dresses simply, not flashy, doesn’t wear 

make up, her bright blond hair cut straight at her shoulders. And she always sports a 

genuine smile, a radiance, and always looks deep in your eyes. She has a towering 

presence so much bigger than her physical stature, exuding an inner calm and peace that 

attracts everyone to her, myself included. 

We ended up talking for hours that first meeting, running the gamut of all things 

spiritual, from the mystic to our Catholic guilt to finding our true paths and our tribe. We 

share a love of wilderness and the sacred places within our hearts and within good books. 

But Jaimie isn’t unaccessible, high up on the mountain, above us mere mortals. She likes 

to get her hands dirty too, not afraid of earthly pleasures or a good glass of wine. And she 

can and does swear like a trucker when it’s appropriate.  

Clearly Jaimie is in my tribe. Clearly she occupies a position of wisdom in that 

tribe, too. We became quick friends. I sucked up everything she said, read every book she 

suggested, asking her advice many times and falling back often on her wisdom. I’ve seen 

enough fakes by this point to recognize her wisdom has been earned honestly, through 

facing her substantial life challenges head on, and by always following her path. She 

didn’t always have that courage, but she does now.  

I look up to Jamie; she’s my Yoda, my guruette. So when Jaimie called me, out of 
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the blue and trapped in the depths of my ruts, she was probably the only person in the 

world who could have gotten my attention enough to cut through the haze of fear and 

alcohol. 

“Hey Joe, not sure if this will fit into your schedule, but there’s just been a 

cancellation in a retreat that I am planning to attend next month. Any chance you could 

go?” 

I have no idea why Jamie chose to ask me, she has hundreds of friends. I have no 

idea why I even entertained the idea, given my current state of despair. Probably because 

it was Jaimie who was offering, and probably also because I had heard her talk about past 

retreats. Maybe I could learn something there. I didn’t even really ask what the 

conference was about, though, once I found out it was being hosted in Utah. But Jaimie’s 

thinking of me first for the offer, and the promise of the desert colors again, were 

somehow enough to pierce through the grayscale veil I was living.  

And wow, all the details necessary to attend the conference lined up, 

miraculously. It is only four days, and falls in between Deb’s treatments, during her good 

week. Her parents would be near to help if needed in my absence. It also fell into the free 

cracks in the monthly closing schedule, on days we are actually allowed to take off. My 

boss, on her way out with the merger anyway, had no objections to it either. And airfare 

was on sale for a steal. It certainly seems like all the signs are lined up for me to go.  

 

So I find myself in the desert again, far from my beige cubicle and dutious 

demands and malignant fears, pushing my little red rental car through the yuccas and 

sagebrush, towards Zion National Park in southern Utah... 

  



 94 

MAYBE IT IS BEING physically far away from my worries, or maybe it is just 

simply being in the desert again that fills me with joy, for the first time in a while. I 

quickly flee the temptation and illusion of concrete and strobe lights that is Las Vegas, 

and only 30 miles outside the city, the horizons and my heart begin to open up. Far off 

snow-covered mountains divide sky from the earth in all directions, while the flat desert 

scrub, dissected by only an asphalt ribbon, frames the bottom of my picture.   

 It is the endless sky, so much bigger in the desert, so much clearer, so pure, that 

invites my spirit to soar. I accept the invitation, and soon I’m singing out loud along with 

Lucinda Williams on the radio and the mockingbirds in the shrubs, singing in pure joy at 

just being here. A harrier glides low over the cactus, a buteo circles towards the sun, and I 

join their dance as I push deeper into the desert.   

 And look, there’s a Joshua Tree, its arms raised to the sky in the same celebration 

of joy! Joshua trees are not actually trees, but giant members of the lily family. They are 

the signature plant species of the desert to me, as they were to the Mormon pioneers who 

thought they looked like the prophet Joshua pointing them to the promised land. Are they 

pointing me, too? They certainly remind me of the wonderful family time we spent in 

Joshua Tree National Park. 

 I am a little nervous though, I honestly don’t know what to expect at the 

conference. I’ve never attended an event of this nature, and it certainly doesn’t fit into my 

linear patterns of thinking and living, patterns that define me, and patterns that cage me at 

the same time. But it does feel right, and despite my nervousness, I vow to approach it 

with an open mind. 

 At the very least this week, I will have the desert. Better than that, I will have a 

sacred, spectacular slice of the desert, a slice so inspiring it is called Zion.   

 

 Rising in southern Utah's high plateau country, Zion National Park’s landscape is 

a dichotomy of water and rock. Rock and sand is expected in the desert; it is the water 

that makes Zion special. The architect here is a river that starts as snow high in the 

mountains, that runs with water so pure it is called virgin. As the Virgin River carves its 

way to the desert below, it created a gorge so deep and narrow that sunlight rarely 

penetrates to the bottom. As the canyon widens, the river runs a gauntlet of great palisade 
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walls rimmed with slickrock peaks and hanging valleys soaring with the eagles, falcons 

and condors.   

 It has taken a million years of flowing water to cut through the rock, through the 

red and white beds of Navajo sandstone that form the sheer walls of Zion. The geologic 

heart of the canyon began first as a sea, and then as a vast desert millions of years ago. 

Almost incessant winds blew one dune on top of another until the sands reached a depth 

of more than 2,000 feet.  You can still see the track of these ancient winds in the graceful 

crossbedded strata of Zion's mighty cliffs.   

 This timelessness inspires an awe and reverence, godliness. Indeed, Isaac 

Behunin, the first permanent European-American settler in the canyon, named his new 

home Zion, remarking, “A man can worship God among these great cathedrals as well as 

in any man-made church – this is Zion.” Zion, the biblical heavenly "City of God." Zion, 

a place of refuge for its Mormon settlers, awed by the immense beauty of the area. Am I 

being called home now? 

 The Valley in Zion National Park is also the location for a four day Personal 

Retreat, presented by the Center for Soulful Living, a “a worldwide community dedicated 

to living every aspect of the human experience - the spiritual, mental, emotional and 

physical - in soul-centered and grace-filled ways,” where we will explore our all-

inspiring Spirit and Nature among the towering rock sculptures of the Park. Maybe Zion 

will be a place of refuge for me, too. It certainly seems like my cairns have led me here... 

 

 “HOOOOOONNNNNKKKK!” 

A car passes me on the highway, horn blaring. My train of thought, about paths 

and signs and my way, is derailed. Apparently I am going too slow. The reverie has been 

broken, my middle finger is in the air as they pass, my thoughts brought  back to the 

reality of what I am doing.   

Really, linear-minded, analytical me is going on a personal retreat with a group of 

strangers “who live in deep connection of oneness with their souls and nature?” This is so 

unlike anything I have ever done! Sure, I've explored these ideas in books, maybe I even 

have felt these connections a bit in the past, like in the Grand Canyon, but only on my 

solo wilderness journeys, or tucked into my yellowthroat grove, not out in the open, 
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amongst other people, in the daylight, where others might see me.  

 Well, as a concession to these doubts, if this gathering in the winter desert is too 

far out of my comfort zone, or worse, if it’s a bunch of new age hippies fresh from the 

vortex, holding hands and singing “Kumbaya My Lord,” well then, I’ll just quietly slip 

out into the canyons with my backpack and tent and sing my own song way out in the 

beautiful backcountry, where no one can hear me. 

 I have been to Zion before, for a week-long backpacking trip with two good 

friends, up through the canyons of the Kolob mountains and across the spectacular Hop 

Valley, along the top of the vertigo-inducing West Rim Trail. We were caught in an early 

spring blizzard that lent enough fear to make the trip meaningful, enough adventure to 

carry me through many months in my beige cube, and more than enough beauty to make 

the descent down through Angel's Landing to the Zion Canyon floor truly feel like a 

descent from the City of Heaven. I know this is a legitimate back-up plan if the 

conference is too far out of my comfort zone. 

 Still, even with nothing to lose, I’m surprised at how nervous I am as I make my 

way to the Zion Lodge in the darkness. I know the magnificent canyons are out there, I 

know I am surrounded by beauty, but I can’t see it now, and I feel very small. There is 

something about the darkness in an unfamiliar place that makes me anxious; I know that 

the next time I come here in the darkness, tomorrow night, after seeing it in the light of 

day, it will feel different, it will be more familiar. But for now, I have to trust that this is 

the right way. The warm lights of the Lodge are welcoming. 

 So too, is seeing my good friend Jaimie. I have leaned on, and learned from, 

Jaimie so many times in the past, and her wisdom and gentle nature and boundless 

patience with me is always comforting. I’ve learned she is a Reiki master who uses divine 

energy and light to release pain on the physical, emotional, spiritual and subconscious 

levels, a healer who uses cranio-sacral therapy to relax the central nervous system and 

reduce imbalances. She is also now a friend who has touched me at the soul level, and 

she has always encouraged me to find my most authentic self. Surely she would not steer 

me wrong. 

Jaimie has also been working with my wife, bringing her gifts and talents to Deb 

to reduce her pain and soothe her struggles and issues with her disease. I know she also 
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brings my wife a great deal of comfort, too, and even my straight-laced still practicing 

Catholic wife recognizes Jaimie’s specialness, even if it is outside the limiting bounds of 

her traditional beliefs.  

“Joe!”, Jaimie shouts, welcoming me with a big hug. Thanks, I needed that. I lean 

on Jaimie to relieve some of my nervousness.   

“I want you to meet some of my good friends...” she continues, introducing me to 

Paul and Denny. Certainly I feel much more at home, welcomed warmly amidst what is 

obviously a family reunion of the repeat Retreat participants going on around me. It’s a 

hugfest. I’m not used to this kind of behavior from strangers, but it actually feels 

authentic. 

 I still feel a bit self-conscious, out of place. There are about one hundred 

participants, and enough new faces to warrant name tags. But the setting is clearly 

informal, and soon we are seated, me in the back, where I can blend in with the crowd.  

 

“Hello!” welcomes who I can only guess is Bill, grinning ear to ear. 

Bill Bauman, the retreat leader, is welcomed to warm applause and wide smiles 

back from the audience. He is soft spoken and cordial, but enthusiastic, offering lots of 

platitudes and greetings at first. It takes me a while to put aside my nervousness and 

actually pay attention to what he is saying, which is mostly just preparatory remarks and 

introductions tonight.  It doesn’t help when there is a group meditation session; I don’t 

know how to meditate like I’m sure everyone else here does. So I just enjoy the quiet 

solitude in a group of 100. 

 But on breaks, in the hallways, and after the evening session, people talk to me, 

and it is different than most conversations I usually have. They look me in the eye, 

genuinely, but differently, too. They look deep into me, like we are long lost friends. At 

first it is unsettling, but it draws me in, and I find myself wanting to look back at them the 

same way. Unsettling gives way to comfort, the comfort not unlike an old friendship 

renewed upon a chance meeting. 

 And the conversations are different here too, warmer, not the usual “so what do 

you do for a living” and what's your address, but a welcome for being here and a thanks 

for talking to me and sharing yourself. And most conversations close with a hug from 
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these strangers. And it’s not the least bit awkward; in fact, it is again comforting. 

 This comfort buoys me, warms me, on my way back to camp. I’ve chosen to 

eschew the Lodge and spend the week in my tent, in the Watchman campground, despite 

the predicted cold temperatures. It is near freezing tonight, but I am not cold, and I am 

glad to be alone here in camp, it gives me time to contemplate the day’s events. I am still 

struck by so many of the conversations I’ve had tonight; not by what was said, but by 

what I felt, a warmth that still burns like the glowing embers now in my fire pit. 

 I’m also warmed by my campsite, a carefully selected site in the deserted 

campground (there are only two RVs and one other tent camper in the entire one hundred 

and seventy-six site campground, so I had my choice). The Watchman, a striking 

mountain of rock jutting 2,500 feet skyward from the valley, stands guard behind my 

tent, while the Virgin River gurgles softly just south of my site. A small meadow abuts 

just to the north, and the gentle slope at the base of the Watchman is cris-crossed with 

game trails – I’m hoping for some good wildlife watching right from my tent. Judging by 

the game tracks in the sand, and the stories the campground ranger shared of recent 

mountain lion activity in the area, I think it'll be a good weekend for animals. 

 Settled into my warm down bag after a long day of traveling and excitement, I am 

overcome by a peaceful feeling, sleep not far away. Yes, this will be a good place to lay 

my head for a while, and perhaps this will be a good group to hang out with in these 

canyons, too… 

 

 The light overnight rains turn to snow sometime after I fall into a deep, restful 

slumber. I sleep in slightly, and awake to frozen breath and the surprise gift of snow. 

Wow, the white snow on red rock is stunning, and fills me with peace and contentment, 

and beauty, real calendar picture beauty. 

 At the Lodge for the morning session, there are more smiles and deep soul looks 

from folks who yesterday were all mostly strangers. It quickly wards off the chill. The 

welcoming feeling has returned too, genuine smiles of recognition I share with a few 

folks who have remembered my name without my name tag, left in my tent. There are 

welcoming smiles from folks I haven't met until today, too. I am much more comfortable 

today, in the daylight. 
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 This morning, after opening remarks, Bill turns the program over to Kaye 

Whitefeather Robinson, Feather to this group of friends. Bill speaks highly, reverently, 

glowingly, genuinely of Feather, introducing her as a friend of the earth, a friend of the 

sky, a teacher.   

 And like Bill, Feather carries herself in a confident, dignified manner, a proud air 

about her, her dark brown eyes and dark skin offset by shoulder-length salt and pepper 

hair. She's wearing a homey, warm, earth-toned wrap-around sweater and comfortable 

jeans over her short, slightly robust frame. Her magnetic smile draws me in, draws us all 

in, in anticipation. 

 And then Feather speaks...so much for reverence and seriousness!   

 “Helllooo!” bellows Feather, a real, hearty bellow, too, dwarfing Bill’s volume. 

Everyone is awake now! 

 Feather opens telling us she is part Native American, her dad from the Blackfoot 

tribe, and part Western, her mom from Liverpool, England. 

“That entitles me to do all the Native American ceremonies to Beatles tunes” she 

deadpans. 

Ahhh, she is also part comedian, with more dirty jokes than Lily Tomlin.  

“Sex is a misdemeanor in Utah”, she explains to this group of strangers gathered 

in the desert. “The more you miss it, the meaner you get.” And look out, she’s missing it! 

 “My life has been a series of bumper stickers,” she tells us, including her “save a 

horse ride a cowboy phase.” She has the crowd rolling. Yes, I am instantly a fan! 

 Ahh, but that is her gift. Once Feather ropes you in with her saltiness, with her 

realness, her genuine down-to-Earth-ness, using humor and her obvious love of this life, 

once she gets you hooked – well, that's when she knows you're ready to receive her 

wisdom. Her humor breaks through my tough facade, and she makes a connection.  

On the surface, Feather seems to talk to my mind, but I realize later she is really 

speaking to my heart. She speaks through her native stories, about our child-like hearts, 

the heart that the Creator gave us, this sacred heart of god that is still pure and still inside 

of us, but to which we have added baggage. She tells us we need to listen to our inner 

child, to our heart, to our spirit telling us what we really want to be and who we really 

are. 
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 She tells us of the coyote, the trickster, the Indian harbinger of change, often 

associated with the less desirable human traits of deceit in the Western world. But 

Feather explains that we shouldn't judge the coyote, because he teaches us too, challenges 

us to think and change. We need the coyote, the coyote is necessary for our growth, the 

coyote is supposed to be here amongst us, not avoided. 

And she speaks of the magic of this place, of Zion, of nature, and our intimate 

place in nature. Her eyes sparkle as she speaks, sparkle with the same magic reflected in 

the eyes of deer that graze on the lawn outside the conference room, the same magic that 

oozes from the rocks and the sky. Her enthusiasm is contagious. 

And I get it, I have always gotten this, I have felt this my entire life, but I thought 

I was the only one who felt this way. So I've hid it, not mentioned it, buried it. But here is 

a teacher telling me to trust this interior knowing, that it is okay, in fact it is holy, it is 

sacred! It is an epiphany, like being released from a self-imposed prison of my own 

making, like I have been granted access to ancient wisdom. 

We talk about the four essential elements of this physical life – air, water, fire, 

earth, and how these correspond to the four essential dimensions of us – body, mind, 

spirit, and earth. The earth aspect has always been missing in my upbringing and 

teaching. It is uplifting to hear Feather preach this sacredness now, for I already know 

this, I have always known this, I have always felt this. I have seen in it the eyes of my 

pheasants and felt it in my yellowthroat grove and in the Grand Canyon. The earth 

dimension has always been a part of me, but I have been taught this is a sin.   

Feather also encourages us to recognize how sacred we really are. We are 

encouraged to be our own shaman. We have the power to create, she says, to start 

creating ourselves. Except for my brief experiences in the Grand Canyon, I have never 

allowed myself to think like this, always feeling like I was just a follower in this life, a 

follower of the commandments and priests and the rules of physics.  No, “we are creators 

of our life,” Feather preaches.  

“So create something, create who you are. And celebrate it with your own 

ceremony” she gushes. 

Wow, this is a concept that is way outside of my normal linear thoughts and 

teachings. Ceremonies in my life were always led by priests or parents, performed by 
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holy men, not proselyte me. It never occurred to me that I could create my own 

ceremonies. And in this setting, with my heart opening, I wonder why I have never 

thought of this concept. 

We learn about the circle of life, the perspective that the same event is viewed 

differently depending on where you sit in the circle around the event. Feather teaches us 

of the three commandments of Feather's people – honor Mother Earth and all her 

Creation, honor your brothers and sisters, honor yourself and your path. Wow, this last 

one really floors me...honor yourself, so lost in Western culture. But really, what is wrong 

with making yourself a hero, especially if you've gone through tough times, if you've 

survived trials? And honor your path...hmmm, that really intrigues me. 

Feather tells us that birds are angels. She explains that the old medicine folks 

reside in the eagles, that Feather's deceased daughter is a red-tailed hawk, and that birds 

are our deceased loved one, our angels. Feather talks about sacred sites, many of them 

right here in Zion, and we talk about the energy the sites bring to us and the energy we 

bring to sacred sites. 

The morning has flown by; it is nearly noon. At the end of her talk, Feather gives 

us an assignment.  

“Now, go out there” she instructs, pointing behind her, to the Canyon. “Get out 

there amongst the rocks and trees, into this sacred place, into our Home, back to your 

home.” 

The sun is shining, the towering red cliffs are aglow, the sky perfect blue, another 

glorious day in Zion. I feel an anxiousness to get outside, like a kid released to recess. 

“Just allow yourself to really be there, with an open heart” she suggests, “and pay 

attention.” 

She tells us to look “with souls awakened, look with your hearts, follow your 

Truth, your Path. Feel what nature is telling you. Look for teachers in the rocks and air 

and animals, trust your heart, and trust that the Truth you find there is the truth that is 

You, the real You.” 

My heart is wide open after Feather's talk, because her heart is the same as mine.  

This is what I felt as a child, long before the linear world and the nuns and bosses beat it 

out of me, told me what I felt was “wrong.”  It wasn't, and I feel it again. 
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The retreat is structured to give us the afternoons free, to reflect on what we have 

heard, to meditate, or just simply explore the canyons. I decide to sit by the Virgin River 

after Feather's talk. It is a beautiful day, the bright sun chasing away the snow and driving 

the temperatures up, the little bit of chill easily countered with a light jacket. Despite 

several generous genuine offers to join a few others, it feels right to be going off on my 

own.   

I am sitting with my heart by the river, listening to it gurgle, open to the gifts of 

nature, of the universe, of myself, of god. I slow down and enjoy hot soup and tea and a 

sandwich, eating slowly, taking in the taste and texture of the food, taking in the rocks 

and the water, listening to what they have to tell me.   

 

And the river does have a voice, and the voice changes as it flows. It does speak 

to me, when I slow down, when I really listen, when I really hear. So many things said 

this morning spoke to me, awakening in me senses long forgotten, connections long since 

buried and ignored, ancient feelings rekindled. I can hear the river sing, I can feel the 

rocks low rumble, the buzz in the air. There is a peace descended upon me, a real peace, a 

knowing peace, a peace that I am a part of all this, a beautiful part of it. 

But still my linear mind tries to cast doubt; old habits die hard. It asks for a sign 

that this is all real, not just just a figment of my imagination. 

I don't expect a sign, and I argue with myself that I don't need a sign, and besides, 

what would it matter if it was just a figment of my imagination? Would that diminish it in 

any way? All that matters is what I believe, what I feel, and what I know is real in my 

heart.  

I put my internal arguments aside, sit it down and just be. The singing of the river 

and wind and rocks mixes with my breathing and being, and I slip easily into the same 

meditative comfort experienced just a few short hours before, when Feather played the 

ancient clay flute during our morning meditation.   

At the outskirts of my consciousness, a bird calls, chirping, far away on the other 

side of the river, wary at first. An American Dipper, most unique of the western 

songbirds. The dipper hunts aquatic insects while walking underwater, preferably in ice 

cold rapids or near waterfalls, flitting about the spray, diving into eddies headfirst. Just 
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about every pristine western river of rapids and waterfalls is haunted by a dipper, a 

plump, gray bird about the size of a robin, not known for their friendliness, but not 

known to completely shun human trespassers either. 

I had been hearing the birds' approach for a while, without actively looking for it, 

but now I invite her down to my sandbar by the rapids. At first she flies up the river on 

the far bank, chirping as she goes by, seeming to dare me to follow. But I stay put, and 

continue to call her over in my mind, from my heart.   

And over she comes, closer, closer, her curiosity as irresistible as mine, both of us 

wanting to connect physically at the level we already feel inside. Dippers, curious? There 

is nothing in the ornithological journals about this, even noted naturalist John Muir 

writing that most are indifferent to human observers unless there is a nest nearby. It’s 

way too late in the year and too cold to be nesting in December. 

I like to think we sought each other out, this tiny little songbird and I, two 

insignificant creatures in this glorious canyon, two glorious beings in this magnificent 

universe, two beings sharing in the joy of being alive. She comes to me, repeatedly, 

getting closer and closer while I stay perfectly still, until she is only two feet away. We 

stare into each other’s eyes, into each other’s being. We share a peace, a knowing, and a 

sparkle, hers in black eyes filled with curiosity, mine in the blue-green wonder of a 

child's eyes, the same wonder shared with a yellowthroat and ring-necked pheasants so 

long ago. 
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THIS EVENINGS FEATURED speaker is Bill Bauman, and he leads most of 

the next talk.  He invites us to “hang out in the heart.”  The heart, he tells us, is precious, 

it is the core of our spirit, it touches us, it can awaken us – if we listen. Bill's message 

from the heart is simple. 

“Live in me,” he says. 

“Listen to me, live in your heart, become the love that is here, in the heart. Let it 

flourish. Live in love, give yourself to love, let love open you to its miraculous self, to 

your miraculous self.” 

Of course back home I doubt I would even consider most of what he is saying, but 

the dipper encounter this afternoon was real, the beauty and magic of these canyons is 

real, and what I feel here, in Zion, in my heart, is real. The soul-staring conversations 

continued today at dinner with “strangers” who immediately feel like old friends, and the 

warmth and love amongst this group is palpable. So I listen to what Bill is saying. 

This evening's session confirms that what I am feeling here, what I experienced at 

the Virgin River today, is a bit of magic. Drawn in to Bill's invitation, I give myself 

permission to go with the flow, to go with this message of magic in nature, and to explore 

what hearts filled with love, unconditional love, feels like. Any thoughts of ditching the 

conference have melted away, like last night's snow in today's sunshine and warmth. 

Bill is an unassuming looking man, a grandfatherly type with a tall, thin, athletic 

build. He sports silver-white hair, a magnetic, genuine smile, and of course the same 

soul-staring gaze that most folks here share. He has a way of drawing you in, of making 

you listen, not with flash and props, but with a genuineness that is contagious. like 

becoming aware of a whisper in the middle of a storm, the storm of daily life. Using a 

slow, steady, calming voice, he reels you in and asks for your attention through 

persistence and honesty. His voice is real, truly from the heart. And soon the swirl of 

commotion of our storms has ceased, our seas are calmed through a whisper. Our rapt 

attention is commanded not by the loudest voice trying to shout over the storm, but by the 

truest voice - our voice - channeled through Bill, not needing volume, just needing to be 

heard. The whisper calms the storm, and the raucousness of 100 people dissolves when 

Bill speaks from the heart, as he always does.  

Bill Bauman, a “modern mystic, inspiring visionary, awakener of the heart, 
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transmitter of Infinity's gifts, empowerer of the human experience.” Pretty heady 

descriptions, gleaned from his website before the conference, certainly setting the 

expectations bar high for his followers.   

This skeptic, however, had decided beforehand to take a wait and see approach. 

Like my backup wilderness backpacking plan, I decided to sit in the back and blend into 

the crowd, and just listen at first, another concession to my dominant analytical left brain, 

to my linear thinking. I want to find out more about who this Bill Bauman character is, 

before I drink the Kool-Aid. 

Bill has quite the impressive and varied background, spending time in the 

seminary and even eighteen months as a Catholic priest in the 1960s, as a practicing 

psychologist from the 1970s to the 1990s, as a business consultant and leader throughout 

the 1980s and 1990s, as a noted leader in the peace movement throughout the 1990s, and 

as a strong spiritual leader from the 1980s to the present.  

He has a doctorate in Counseling Psychology, a Master’s degree in Theology, and 

a Bachelor’s degree in Philosophy, and is a proven entrepreneur. He has started and led 

three profitable private businesses—a management consulting firm, a holistic health 

center, and a treatment center for learning disabilities, as well as his own successful 

private practice as a psychologist. Also, with his wife Donna, he founded and led two 

non-profit organizations—Washington, DC’s World Peace Institute (through the 1990’s) 

and The Center for Soulful Living (through the 2000’s), the group that is sponsoring this 

conference. Bill also bills himself as a “celebrated leader of leaders, recognized healer of 

healers, and dedicated servant of world servers.”    

But more important than all of the above, he confesses numerous time during the 

conference, Bill is blessed to live with his cherished life partner of over 45 years. Donna, 

who is also at the conference, is a beautiful woman whom he was privileged to meet 

when he was a priest and she was a nun (obviously shortening their stays in those 

vocations!) Together they have been blessed to have an amazing adult son, an equally 

bright light to many people. 

One thing is certain, though - even I can  feel this, from afar, from the back row – 

Bill is genuine, he is real. He has dedicated his life to his unique calling and mission of 

presenting his inspiring vision of what is humanly and spiritually possible to those who 
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want to be everything they possibly can, those who choose to live in the “all-ness” of 

their human experience, and then, to stand firmly in that ultimate freedom as they lead 

those around them to their personal greatness. He really, truly believes this.  

It is only after meeting him, after listening to him in person for a couple of days, 

that I can put aside my skepticism and doubts and just go with the flow, and even start 

listening with my heart – because Bill has roped me in over the last two days, with 

honesty, genuineness, and love. My doubts have melted, just like the thoughts I had of 

ditching the conference if it was too “far out” for me. 

 

Of course it is only when you let go of your perceived notions that you receive 

your direction. It is only when a heart has been prepared, properly, like a field lay fallow 

in anticipation of a future planting, like immersing oneself in a conference such as this, 

that it is allowed to open enough to receive the messages that it needs. But seriously, 

nothing – nothing -  could have prepared me for where the conversation steers on the last 

day of the conference, and the messages that I receive... 
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THE TOPIC IS DEATH. Death is not an easy topic in our culture, dying is not 

something we like to discuss. It is shrouded in sadness, pain and mystery, and mostly, 

fear. And maybe these feelings are all appropriate and necessary at the time, for we will 

all need to work through these issues on our own, as we inevitably experience the death 

of loved ones, and as we inevitably will experience our own death. 

Death has woven its common thread through the tapestry of these last three days.  

We are asked to pray for a would-be participant who can't attend because she is too weak 

from her chemo treatments. Feather touches upon the Native American stories of why we 

need death – so that we can appreciate life. And Bill shares a story early in the conference 

of when he was a Catholic priest, and was called to attend to a family whose wife had 

found her husband hanged in suicide. The wife was distraught, devastated, suddenly a 

widow, a single parent to three small children. But mostly she was distraught because her 

Catholic catechism taught her that her husband, the man she loved, to whom she bore 

children – was now damned to eternal hell. 

But Bill saw things differently. Bill professes to have the gift to see souls - and he 

is honest and open and shares what he sees with this hurting widow, even if it is contrary 

to his role as a Catholic priest, even if it is different from the doctrine that he has been 

instructed to preach. The dogma says that this man is damned to eternal misery, but that 

is not what Bill sees. Even in suicide, Bill sees a soul that shines in the glory and 

unconditional love of an all-forgiving and all loving God, and he shares this vision with a 

shattered, grieving widow, much to her heartfelt relief. Against diocesan orders, he even 

allows a full Catholic burial for this woman's husband in his church, and it brings her 

comfort. 

I reflect on how much courage this must have taken, for a young, fresh from the 

seminary Bill to follow his inner vision and gifts that others certainly didn't understand, 

that maybe even he didn't fully comprehend at this stage of his development. For him to 

share these gifts for the sake of comfort to another human being in pain, real pain, for 

him to take on her pain; and for the pain of the official repercussions that inevitably must 

have followed for disobeying orders, especially inviolable dogmatic orders - this must 

have taken a leap of faith. Clearly, he followed his heart. 

But it is for this courage that we sit in the audience and listen. And when 
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participant Walt opens up and shares with us his experience of the recent death of his 

troubled sister, it taps into a collective yearning of the group. It opens a conduit. Bill once 

again has to decide if he has the courage to follow. It is clear from his carefully chosen 

words and thoughtful pauses that he is struggling with what he is about to say and how to 

say it, and probably even if he should say it.   

“I’m not sure how to say this”, he admits, eyes closed tightly, head bowed 

towards the floor in contemplation. Another long pause. The audience collectively leans 

forward; we all know something important is coming. The silence drips with anticipation. 

When Bill awakes, he launches into the most extraordinary conversation about 

death I have ever heard. He talks about what happens to the soul after death, and of what 

becomes of “us” after death, about the journeys through death, and about the beauty of 

death. Bill doesn't see death through the traditional Western lens of reward and 

punishment – he sees it through grace, he sees the soul being freed, sees our innate light 

soaring, ascending, the Self ecstatic.   

He shares the story of a woman he knows who is invited to see the scene of a 

horrible school bus accident, before it happens. She is asked to this scene so that she can 

see it from the vantage point of the spirit, so that she can see the souls of the accident 

victims, rising unharmed, in addition to seeing the three dimensional physical perspective 

of the event, which ends in the death of the bodies.  

We sit spellbound, listening in rapt attention. He often times is speaking just 

above a whisper. We have to edge forward to hear. A pin drop could be heard in the 

pauses. 

Egged on and encouraged to continue beyond his comfort zone by thoughtful, 

courageous questions from the audience, Bill shares more stories on what he sees, what 

happens to the soul, when an abortion occurs, whether spontaneous or induced. He shares 

his thoughts on the retention and lack of retention of the soul's individuation after leaving 

the body, and he shares descriptions, as best he can, as best he can put into the limited 

framework of words and within our limited understanding, on the nature of the much 

bigger Collective Soul, and the Oneness which awaits. 

 

Bill has shared with us a tremendous vision, as he sees it. He is not asking us to 
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believe him or share in his vision, he is not trying to convert us, he is only telling us 

things “as I see it from here.” It is once again a courageous leap of faith, a tremendously 

generous gift from him to us. 

Behind Bill as he speaks is a huge wall of windows that frame the magnificent 

Canyon. In the middle of the expansive lawn grows a giant cottonwood tree, perfect in its 

symmetry and shape, as if it has never been touched by lightning or high winds or 

disease. And perhaps it hasn’t, protected here in Zion. After Bill’s speech today, I 

imagine it is the Tree of Life itself, there for all to see, tucked safely into these splendid 

red walled canyons. Maybe all we have to do it open our eyes, take off our blinders to the 

wonder all around us, and ask for what we want. Do we receive what we need to receive, 

what we ask for? Today I did. I received what I so needed to hear, even if I didn't fully 

understand my request at the time. It is a most extraordinary gift, and even I recognize 

that immediately. Do we see what we want to see, do we see only what we believe? 

Maybe. But does it matter? Today it doesn’t 

 

The effect on everyone is stunning. Others share too, offering their gifts. It turns 

out we have some experts in the area of death and dying in our midst. Debbie is a 

minister who works as a hospice chaplain, and she shares her parable of the soul as an 

individual snowflake returning to the iceberg, and shares her hospice experiences at the 

time of death as being an opportunity for grace and love, beautifully describing her 

sacred experience with her dying father. Leslie, a hospice nurse, shares a story of being 

with a man who is actively dying alone in a nursing home, and how she sat with him and 

words poured out of her, telling him his family loved him and he was not alone, and that 

he was a gift to the living, including her. 

I come to an understanding, right here within the walls of this conference room, in 

the bowls of this canyon and in the warmth and love in this room, that death is not to be 

feared. In fact, I recognize that death is a teacher. The subject certainly strikes a sensitive 

chord in this room, in all of us, because let's face it, it is the one experience that we will 

all share.   

Michael Singer, in his book The Untethered Soul, perhaps says it best, pointing 

out that “one of the great cosmic paradoxes is that one of the best teachers in all of life – 
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is death. For while someone can tell you that you are not of body, death shows you.  

While someone can remind you of the insignificance of the things that we cling to, death 

takes them all away in a second. And while people can teach you that men and women of 

all races are equal and that there is no difference between the rich and the poor, death 

instantly makes all of us the same.” 
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AFTER BILL’S EXTRAORDINARY morning talk, Jaimie leads a group hike 

up Angel's Landing. Angels Landing is one of the most famous and thrilling hikes in the 

entire national park system, a precarious spine of rock outcropping that juts into an 

oxbow in the canyon, 1,300 feet above the Virgin River. Zion's pride and joy, the 

towering monolith is one of the most recognizable landmarks in the Southwest. A trail 

runs up through a crack in the canyon wall, Walter’s Wiggles carved precariously into the 

rock, to a face along a narrow rock fin at the top with dizzying drop-offs on both sides. 

Grip the chains and pull yourself through your fears and across the intense exposure – 

there are no safety nets here, the danger is real, people fall to their death here all the time. 

But the payoff is the trail culminating at a lofty perch boasting magnificent views in 

every direction – a place where only angels can land. 

I did not tell anyone at the conference about my wife's illness, but of course it has 

been on my mind the entire trip. Now, however, I do open up about it, after Bill's 

incredible talk this morning, on an amazing hike up Angel's Landing. Barbara and a few 

others listen to me with open hearts, and hold me in their love, in the big Love and 

Oneness that we have just been given a glimpse into. We share in an impromptu 

ceremony, offering prayers and chants of “Ohm” and hugs and offerings of love for my 

wife, to honor her and her spirit, this group of loving strangers and I - and it feels good, it 

brings me peace. I wonder if my wife can feel it back home. 

 

I meet Jaimie, who left before me, at the top of the Landing. Now we both 

understand why she invited me here. I understand now some of the gifts Jaimie has been 

bringing to my wife. I understand all of this now, in a way I couldn't before this weekend.  

I don't know what she and my wife share in their time together, it is none of my 

business. But I have been asking Jaimie for a while now, “Is my wife okay?” I have been 

asking from the traditional perspective of if she will survive. Jaimie has always been 

effusive in her answer, knowing I am not asking the right question. But today I know the 

answer, the real answer.  

We don't say a word at the top, at the place where angel's land. We simply 

embrace in the silence, and hold each other in the wonder of this place, in the genuine 

wonder of us, of each other, in the truth of Knowing. Tears flow and the embrace is long, 
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heartfelt. And I know - I know my wife is physically dying, soon. But I know it is okay.  

And I know that I will be okay, too. 

 

The conference is over tonight, and I try, feebly, to share this story of what I have 

experienced here in Zion and what this conference has meant to me, with Bill and and 

Donna, with Feather and Debbie, at dinner. But it cannot be condensed enough, or even  

understood well enough by me at this time, to do it justice. I need time to sit with these 

lessons, with these magical experiences. I decide to just take it in and share in the 

laughter and tears and heartfelt embrace of goodbyes. And I notice that this group of 

strangers, whom I thought might be only a bunch of new age hippies getting high in the 

desert three days ago, has morphed into the most glorious, beautiful gathering of people I 

have ever met. 
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I AM LUCKY enough also to have scheduled an extra day after the conference to 

remain in Zion, to explore the wilderness a bit on my own. But it is a brand new Zion to 

me this morning, seen freshly through new, awakened eyes. Everything is sparkling, the 

dew and the deer in the meadow and the frost on the tent all a miracle. The water bottles 

are frozen again this morning, but the chill is exhilarating. I have all day in this temple to 

reflect on the past days' events. But I am drawn to the Virgin River on this cold winter 

morning. 

The water sparkles, brilliantly reflecting the bright, low winter sun. The calm 

pools along the banks are edged with ice, adding to the river’s diamond-like clarity; but it 

doesn’t feel cold as I wade in, barefoot - it feels right. It feels right in my heart, where I 

need it to feel right, where it drowns out my head saying “this is just silly.”   

When I’m up to my knees in the water, I raise my hands to the beautiful blue sky, 

and I ask the sun, the water, the mountains, the cottonwoods and the rocks, the life-giving 

air, I ask them all to join me, to bless me, as I pray for a new life, a life lived from the 

heart, a life lived in love. I cup a few handfuls of water, water from a river named Virgin, 

and let it pour over my head. I pray with Mother Earth as a witness, to baptize me into a 

new life. I pray that I may remember how to love – love myself, love those around me, 

love the rocks and the sky and the birds.   

I worry that I will fall quickly back into old patterns, old ruts of thinking and not 

feeling, closed in by the endless chatter of my mind and distractions of the “real” world. 

How will I hold on to this? Has this all been real? It’s not what I’ve heard, it’s what I’ve 

felt, felt deep inside of me, in my heart. It’s a bit like how the Grinch must have felt, 

when his heart grew two sizes. I want to keep my big heart. So I ask my friend Jaimie to 

give sponsorship, for the times when I will forget what I’ve felt here, in this holy, sacred 

place, this place of wondrous beauty and magic, surrounded by the majesty of Creation 

and undeniable feelings of love and openness that flowered in my heart over the past four 

days.   

Sitting barefoot on the banks of the icy Virgin River, in the beautiful desert 

redrock country, under such a brilliant sky, warmed by the sun – I am not cold, but 

warmed, warmed from deep inside, warmed from a heart bursting with love for the entire 

universe. Yes, this is real, for my heart tells me so. 



 114 

After a few moments of quiet contemplation, I notice a brilliant bright green 

jewel, glowing in the sun like a tiny green electric light, just a foot or so from where I sit. 

It is the heart of winter here in the canyons, no leaves remain on the trees and most plants 

have begun their winter hibernation. But there, at the end of the cottonwood branch, a 

new bud lies patiently waiting for the temperature to rise and for the days to grow longer. 

A drop of moisture condenses at the end of the bud. It sparkles. 

The droplet reflects the brilliance of the sun, the life-giving river, the timeless 

mountains, and the endless, ever-expanding, infinite sky. It is the eye of the universe, 

reflecting outward all that can be imagined. But the eye reflects inward, also, infinitely 

smaller, like an image in a mirror that endlessly reflects itself. Where does it end? Where 

does it begin? The vast mysteries of the universe expand ever outward, and ever inward, 

but at some magical point it coalesces into an atom, a cell, a seed, a bud, life, and all the 

mysteries of life, including the greatest mystery of all, Love. I am present here, now, at 

this magical point, held in the infinite vastness and the infinite smallness of the universe, 

and in the glory and Love of this moment... 

                                             

I don’t know much about the direction I am taking now along this spiritual 

journey, but I take lessons from my previous spiritual cairns. I remember what Feather 

told us, too, and I know that I need to make an offering, a sacrifice, to solidify my 

commitment made at the river and to the seriousness of my request. I need a ceremony.  

So an offering is built at camp, a funeral pyre of sorts. The logs and kindling are stacked 

and ready; I just need to know what I will sacrifice. 

I think about my little ceremony as I wander slowly through the magnificent Zion 

Canyon in the low late afternoon light. The canyon is afire, the dance of light and rock 

and sky spectacular. I lay down in a gathering field, and just take it all in, just breathe, 

just be. Tonight after dinner, I will light the pile, making an offering of something dear to 

me. From the ashes will arise love, love enough for me, for all. But what will I sacrifice?   

It is when I am not thinking that I know what I need to sacrifice, what I’ve known 

all along in my heart – my cherished cairn pendant necklace. My head says no, not the 

necklace! Burn something else, something easy, this is just a silly game I'm playing. 

Well, am I going to start listening to my heart? Do I mean this? Is it real? 
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It is one of the hardest things I have done, watching my precious necklace burn 

tonight. That necklace has given me strength and comfort on many lonely nights at the 

Ridge, guided me along on my solo journeys through the Grand Canyon and two weeks 

down the wild and remote Escalante River. It gives me confidence when I feel it around 

my neck. It hurts, really hurts, watching it burn. And then suddenly, the fire shifts, it is 

dropped into the ashes, gone… 

 

I walk to a moonlit clearing near my camp, under The Watchman. Deer are 

grazing at the edges, and billions of stars shimmer in the coldness of space. I offer myself 

up to God, to the Universe. I need to start letting go. I need to start living in love, from 

the heart…won't You guide me? Peace fills the meadow, peace fills my heart... 
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I'M GETTING USED used to the cold mornings, the water containers all frozen 

solid, the frost inside the tent, the tingle in my spine. I like it, the renewal and freshness 

of a new day, the thrill of being alive, of being part of something so much bigger. It’s one 

of my favorite gifts from extended time spent outside. The birds flit around in the brush, 

and the deer graze right outside my tent in the empty campground. 

I’m leaving this campsite today, a bittersweet parting, for site B19 has kept me 

warm and comfortable for the past five nights – I’ll miss her. So I want to make sure 

everything is clean, better than when I got here. It is while cleaning the fire pit that I 

notice something in the ashes. 

My cairn pendant – it has survived! The necklace itself is gone, but not the 

pendant. There it is, down at the bottom, scarred and a bit charred, but physically still 

intact, not melted. Oh how wonderful! I delicately pluck it from the ashes, along with the 

clasp. I can’t believe it is still here, and I offer a silent prayer of thanksgiving. It is yet 

another adventure, another trial, that my necklace has gotten thru; perhaps it does have 

some magical, spiritual qualities. Right now I’m just overjoyed that it has survived! 

I have been looking for a symbol, a tangible symbol, to remind me of my vow to 

live more from the heart, and my cairn pendant seems to fit exactly I am looking for. Sure 

it’s a bit charred, but I’m already thinking about cleaning it up and getting a new chain. 

But suddenly my heart interrupts my thoughts. Yesterday my wife received the 

news that the numbness she’s been experiencing in her face might be a malignant tumor; 

it is yet another scary piece of news. I cringe at not being there to comfort her in person.  

She is anxious, and I too worry about how she will handle this latest news - she has been 

through so much, and has accepted things with a grace and dignity that has to be admired. 

But everyone has limits. Quickly, though, her attitude at this setback changes to one of 

adventure, one of looking at this as it could be worse. It’s just another obstacle to 

overcome, she says. More admiration... 

 Boy, says my heart, I bet a good magic necklace, a necklace that seems to be able 

to guide its wearer through unknown adventures and uncharted waters and tests by fire - 

surely it would be appreciated by my wife. 

Of course, even my mind agrees with this. 

This charred cairn, this beautiful symbol of guidance, this symbol to live from the 
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heart - this needs to be passed on to my beautiful wife. So with love and joy in my heart, I 

carefully place the cairn pendant and clasp into a place for safekeeping, to be presented to 

Debbie back home. It feels so right. 

 

The return home is joyful, the reunion with my wife real and heartfelt and honest, 

like it hasn't been for a long time.  It reminds me of my return a few years earlier from the 

fantastic Sierra Nevada mountains. I came home the real me then too, the genuine me, the 

me that lives in my heart and soul, not in the pressures of the office and the rat race. Just 

like I am returning now from Zion. I was there for my wife then, all of me was there for 

her. And I am here for her now, again.   

We embrace and lock eyes. It is magical again, as magic as the big love in Zion. I 

am reminded again that our love is complete, and we are One once again. 

 

And at Christmas time, in the quiet calm after the kids have torn through their 

Christmas rush, I tell Deb my story and give her the cairn necklace.   

Tears run down her cheeks as I clasp it around her neck. It is right, the perfect 

present.  

But it is to be the last present that I will ever give her... 
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 THESE LESSONS OF LOVE, as deep as they are felt in Zion, as real as I 

experienced them, one would think they would carry me through a lifetime, right?  

They do for a while. When I return from the desert, my heart is singing, things 

feel more than okay inside, even with the challenges of cancer and work. Christmas is 

wonderful, joyous even, and I am not even a Christmas fan. I recognize the effort my 

wife has put into the holiday this year, I truly see it, probably for the first time, and I go 

out of my way to make it a beautiful, loving, happy holiday season for everyone, the 

boys, me, and especially for my wife. I assume I will keep the lessons of Zion near. 

 But faith is a funny thing. It’s easy when life is easy, it is a good thing, easy to 

believe in, when life is good. But what happens when life inevitably ratchets up the 

pressure? What happens to faith when it is tested? When you are truly in over your head? 

I am about to find out. 

  

I think of the Colorado Plateau and its layers of bedrock in the desert southwest. I 

think also of the Virgin River in Zion Canyon and the Colorado River in the Grand 

Canyon, each of them carving through the Plateau. This massive landform of solid 

bedrock, thousands of square miles wide and thousands of feet deep, built up over 

millions upon millions of years by the most powerful forces on Earth; surely this plateau 

is indestructible, as timeless as the faith of Christ. And yet these tiny rivers have cracked 

it open, exposed it down to its core, through the simple, constant pressure and erosion of 

the water.  

Does water trump rock, over time? Does change trump faith? Water, the building 

block of life, over time wears a massive fissure through the bedrock, not alive. Life, built 

upon water, constantly changing, constantly eroding, constantly evolving. Rock, not 

alive, only breaking down, deteriorating. The universe, containing all life and rock, 

expanding, and then collapsing back in upon itself. One building up, the other building 

down. Which direction are we going, up or down?  

And do the cracks in the rock, the canyons of Zion and the Grand –do they expose 

the bedrocks faults? Or reveal it’s beauty? 

 

After the holidays, in the new year, the pressure in other areas of my life is 
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ratcheted to new heights.  I get a new boss, a no-nonsense, no fun, rising star workaholic 

from the new company. She is more demanding, pushing for deliverables quicker, 

handing out new tasks that are out of my comfort zone, assigning me responsibility for a 

database that is beyond my skill set. Of course I don't tell her this, nor do I ask for help, 

afraid to show any weakness in this new cutthroat dog eat dog culture the acquiring 

company is purposely imposing. Instead I stay late and try to figure it out on my own, a 

frustratingly slow process, certainly not fast enough for the new boss and the new 

company. I sense patience with me is wearing thin. 

 On top of this, those of us from the old company who have survived this far are 

made to feel inferior, sub-par, not up to snuff compared to the superior new company 

employees, who wear their overtime on their sleeves and brag about how many of their 

kid’s school programs they miss or anniversaries they don't have time for because they 

are at the office. At a training session that I attend in January, supposedly a symposium 

for knowledge sharing on various systems and processes, explained by various experts 

from the new company, it is obvious that this is what is expected. Every one of these 

folks seems mechanical. As they give their presentations, not a one of them smiles. There 

is very little joking around, it is all business, and most of our detailed questions they can't 

or won't answer – why share information when we’re all competing to not be on the list 

for the next round of layoffs? It only adds to the mounting frustration.   

 But what strikes me the most is the hollowness of the people giving the 

presentations. Certainly they are bright, thoughtful, intelligent, hard-working people, and 

I bet they share the same humanness and worries and concerns about their families and 

their jobs and paychecks as we do – but dammit, they just don't seem to care. It is like 

they are robots, or more accurately, like dogs who have been kicked too much, afraid to 

do anything. They do what they are told and hope to get through the day, the week, the 

month, the next assignment. Their vacant stares and lack of empathy remind me of 

accounts I have read of prisoners who have just given up. 

 But what makes this so striking is how much it contrasts with the group of people 

with whom I have spent four days in the Zion desert. Their obvious love of life, their 

over-flowingness of emotion and heart, is the antithesis of this group of people. I actually 

feel bad for my new fellow employees, because I know they are human too, and I am sure 
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they would love to live more from love, live from the heart, too. But it is clear they are 

just too afraid. The new company clearly gets its productivity from its human assets 

through an active cultivation of fear. 

 And this scares me – is this my fate? Will I too become the cowering dog, 

huddled in the corner in fear, shaking every time the new boss calls, every time there is 

another assignment piled on top of too many assignments already, every time I am asked 

to give up a vacation day or holiday to get that all-important presentation just right? I 

don't want to live in fear anymore. I know from what I learned in Zion that fear is the 

opposite of love. In hindsight, these concerns of mine are legitimate. Unfortunately, I 

cannot do much about it right now, I need this job. 

 

 Soon the assault begins in earnest. Jesus, the new companies' closing schedule is 

three days earlier than the old company's, and the year-end pressure to close the books 

fast is overbearing, certainly more than what I am used to. We are told over and over that 

Wall Street is watching, the merger is one of the biggest in the industry and the 

expectations are high, and we can't let our investors down. It is clear that synergies are 

the only way to make this multi-billion dollar gamble pay off, and the bankers and 

analysts want to know how it is going, nearly a year into the merger.   

 The problem is, synergies in Wall Street-speak is layoffs, consolidations, “doing 

more with less” - just more pressure. This forces folks into uncomfortable situations. 

Liberties are taken on accounting entries, always to make the results look better, often 

times over feebly voiced concerns that this just isn't right. Of course these concerns melt 

under the intense pressure to conform – nobody wants to make too many waves with a 

fresh round of layoffs always just around the corner. The almighty dollar and the need for 

a livelihood trumps values in this culture of fear, exactly as intended. 

 I cave too, to the pressure, to the fear. I can't lose this job; I need the benefits.  My 

wife's chemo treatments are weekly now, and ridiculously expensive, some $70,000 a 

pop. Jesus, some of the anti-nausea pills that aren't covered by insurance are $200 out of 

pocket each. And my wife is visiting holistic healers and dieticians and eating super-

expensive specialty and health foods. We even decide she should go to Houston for a 

visit to the world-renowned MD Anderson Cancer Clinic after the holidays. It can’t hurt, 
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and maybe they will find something her doctors here at home have missed. It turns out 

they don’t offer any new insights or treatments, just a big out of pocket bill. But all of 

these attempts cost money, and the money is draining out like a sieve.   

Who would cover us if I lose this job? There is not an insurance company in the 

world that would take on a pre-existing condition Stage IV cancer patient. We would be 

wiped out financially in a heartbeat, twenty-four years of dutifully saving and planning 

for a retirement and a good life, later, wiped out in a matter of months. 

 

 If we have months.  The malignant fears in Deb’s face from Zion turn out to be 

benign and nothing explainable, but Jesus, the cancer has spread now. The CT/PET scans 

are now glowing bright in her liver, bones, and lungs. What the hell?  My wife is doing 

everything right – she drinks four cups of green tea a day, eats organic whole foods, fruit 

and protein shakes and raw veggies by the bushel. She is doing the visualizations and 

meditations. She's still seeing Jaimie, she goes to church religiously, prays honestly, 

prays earnestly, she has an entire army of prayer warriors on her side. She is doing 

everything she can do to slow down this devastating disease. She just wants to live. 

 Yet at every turn it seems she is at the wrong end of the odds. It wears me down, 

the constant barrage of bad news, especially my analytical mind, with its Green Belt in 

Statistics from the world-renowned Motorola University, the inventors of statistical 

quality in manufacturing. Trained to understand even the slightest statistical trend, the 

latest evidence is overwhelming, and certainly not any reason to be hopeful. 

 Hope begins to fade, and faith is usurped by the case histories and the odds I am 

reading, by the constant barrage at work. The lessons and love of Zion is eroding, too, 

whittled away a little bit everyday, like the Virgin River carrying two tons of rock and 

sand from the canyons and hills daily. The slow erosion of conviction.  

Cracks appear a little everyday, not all at once. It's not the big things that wear 

one down, it’s the daily, incessant, little things – test results that don’t improve even a 

little, and the ten, twelve, fifteen-hour workdays, week after week, no days off, the 

pressure unrelenting. My new boss clearly does not understand the gravity of my wife's 

situation, or just plain doesn't care. She is located in another city, with lots of 

responsibilities and direct reports, so it is most likely the former, though I am sure it is 
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also easy to not care about a new employee whom the new management team would 

much rather have resign than keep anyway. Think how much losing my big salary would 

contribute to the all important “synergies!” 

 The daily erosion is also the constant medical bills in the mailbox, still trying to 

fix this benefits snafu with the new company. My credit score is now trashed, no better 

than a bankruptcy junkie. It's also the worry of the latest scan results – is this good news 

or bad news, why are the levels not going down, especially with this new aggressive 

chemo? It's trying to take care of the normal demands two young boys on top of this, too. 

All I want is to just run away. But why? Why can I not remember the lessons of 

Zion? Why are they eroding so fast? Is it because they were not real? Is it the lack of 

sleep, the worries chasing me deep into the night, the dreams of spreadsheets that don't 

add up and tie that wake me in a sweat at night, the medical charts and scans all flashing 

warnings? Why I can't put these worries out of my mind, why can't I trust that things will 

be okay, like Bill said, like I felt on Angel's Landing?   

  

I just can't do it now. I can't set aside my worries, my humanness is dominated by 

my fears again. I cannot remember these new lessons when I need them, they have not 

solidified into patterns, and it is so easy now to fall back into forty plus years of bad 

habits. My old routines have served me well, or have at least provide me with the comfort 

of familiarity, so longed for when so much of my life is unsettled now. Familiarity, 

normalcy, an eight hour day not filled with emergencies, a nice dinner after work with 

my wife and kids, where we talk about everyone's normal day, not scans and medical 

bills and spreadsheets and money worries – that is what I crave most. 

 But I just can't see normalcy now; maybe I never will again, not with these odds. 

Right now I don't want to have to work on anything; what I want most is to escape, to just 

run away. From my job, from my wife and her disease, from my needy kids, from going 

through every day spending all my life energy on everything but what I want to do. I just 

want out of this vice-grip. 

 

 I don't see an end. The job will not relent, I am years away from a pension and 

retirement, my 401(k) has tanked with the grounded economy, and the new boss just asks 
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for more more more, even if she does ask nice. My wife seems healthy on the outside, 

despite the test results, so others don’t understand my concerns. “Quit worrying, Joe. You 

just need to have a little faith, things will work out.” 

Maybe they will. But in what way? I have read accounts of breast cancer dragging 

on for years, decades even, just a slow decline and the loss of organ after organ until life 

is not worth living anymore. That scares the shit out of me. Will I need to add long-term 

caregiver onto my plate, too? And jeez, my kids are so young, they will need so much 

guidance and energy. They already need driven to baseball and football, and new cleats 

and new clothes because they are growing so fast, and now braces for the older boy (of 

course not covered under our new dental benefits), and good lord, college isn't that far 

away either. How am I ever going to pay for all that? 

And dammit, there is not enough time off from work. Usually most of my measly 

three weeks vacation time is usually gone by April, spent on doctor visits and kid school 

presentations and programs, not recharging and relaxing, but this year I haven’t taken any 

time off yet. Will I ever have the time again to spend on hikes and backpacks and biking, 

or conferences in the desert, exploring my heart and soul, the things that make my life 

meaningful? Will I ever have that again? Literally my head is swimming in worry and 

despair, and fear, pure unadulterated, constant fear. 
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Part III – Declivity, Descent 
 

 

 

 

 

“The purest form of faith happens when you reach the bottom of your reasoning 

and find there is nothing that you can do that will make sense out of what you have been 

through.” ― Shannon L. Alder 
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AND SO THE no-brakes drinking returns. An excuse? Sure. Justified? Of course 

not. But it’s so much easier than trying to offer these fears and worries up to prayer, to 

guardians angels and meditations and centeredness. Who has time for those things now 

anyway? Certainly not me!  

But I have time to drink. 

Stopping for a drink or two with the always available happy hour crowd returns, 

with a couple beers for the drive home from the six-pack shop. It is certainly much more 

bearable coming home with a buzz, the details of the office left in the residual at the 

bottom of a beer bottle. The buzz makes the unpaid bills not seem so bad, too, and 

besides, I've got a well-paying job, I'll handle them. And the kids grades slipping, or the 

minor irritants of someone being rude to my wife at the grocery store, which she 

complains about at dinner? Well, that's not too bad when seen through the buzz's happy 

glow. And damn I can usually fall asleep pretty quickly at night now, at least at first, the 

alcohol doing its sedative job. Of course once I am awake for a pee break a couple hours 

later, I usually don't go back to sleep, and have a headache on top of it. When I do have 

happy dreams, I dream of just escaping all of this. 

At happy hours, everyone dreams of escape, too. I find cohorts, whose vision is 

just as distorted as mine. I find people who listen to my woes, who shares theirs, 

inevitably culminating in discussions of white sand beaches and unlimited cabana drinks 

and sunny days and no worries. My overbearing job is not there, the medical bills and 

benefits are magically taken care of by someone else. There is no disease here, no 

sniveling kids, no sick spouse, no one to take care of, but lots of people to take care of 

me.  

I know I can't escape to a beach all the time, but damn, I can drink anytime, as 

much as I can until happy hour ends at seven, even line up a couple more for the road at 

the good prices at 6:55. Time, vision and judgment starts getting blurry about now, the 

buzz already on the bus home, here comes the drunk shift. Now it’s about feeding the 

dopamine and the drunken fantasies of escape. There are many ways to escape, you don't 

necessarily need an exotic beach. How about a good old-fashioned just-for-sex wild 

escapade, says my drunken brain. 

The reality is that the closeness and sexual intimacy shared with my wife after 
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Zion has also left with the buzz, replaced by the monotony and boredom of over twenty 

years with the same sexual partner who has lost her zest for the carnal, no doubt in part 

because of the chemicals and a body left ravaged by surgeries. It’s not her fault; but it’s 

not mine, either. And goddamn it, is that fair? Hell, I am going to be dead someday, too, 

and right now I am very healthy. Will I regret not using my body, experiencing the 

bodies' pleasures more, while I am young and able and semi-good looking and not too 

wrinkled and fat?  

And dammit, I work my ass off for others, for my boss, for my wife and kids, for 

benefits and medical coverage, not just for me. If it were just me I really could escape to 

that white-sand beach, a lot! Hell I can afford a timeshare under a thatched roof right 

now, if I didn't have to keep dishing out the maximum $5,000 medical deduction every 

year, if I didn’t have to pay for trips to the cancer center in Houston, and for all these pills 

and prescriptions and kale and seaweed shakes. 

When do I get to spend my hard-earned money on me? Goddammit, don't I 

deserve some fun, some escape? Don't I deserve some sexual fun, instead of the same old 

boring predictable patterns in the bedroom, the same old way we have been making love 

for years? Don't I deserve a little excitement? It's just sex, anyway, and if everyone agrees 

with that and it's not hurting anyone, what's the harm? 

It is easy to find others who share in this fantasy, too, who share the same chip of 

deservedness that alcohol encourages, the same self-centeredness that I have, the same 

self-righteousness that alcohol feeds, especially at happy hour. And somehow, in this 

alcohol-infused haze, a plan comes together, a plan born in the debauchery and latent 

desires that we rarely show ourselves honestly when sober, but which are unleashed when 

alcohol strips us of our higher truths. Enough alcohol reduces us to our baser instincts, 

feeding base desires and fantasies, the effects on others be damned. It's all about pleasure 

and lust and desire, about feeding the beast, feeding the craving. 

And so it is that on a cold, rainy Friday evening, under the pretense of an 

overnight camping trip, that I find myself driving in the opposite direction from the 

Ridge. I really did plan on a quick overnight trip to the woods, I really do need it, my 

heart and soul truly craves it. I know somewhere inside of me that is where I should be 

going. A night in the woods at the Ridge might reset me, might remind me of the lessons 
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of Zion. But my old patterns are worn deep. Thoughts of camping in the rain are now 

quickly and easily sacrificed to the pull of alcohol, to an opportunity for a night of lust 

and fantasy.   
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“BOTTOMS UP!” SLURS Rob, raising a shot glass. Three other shot glasses 

join in, clinking together, before they are shotgunned and slammed back down on the bar, 

empty. 

“Woo-who, let’s get this night rollin’!” 

I am at a new bar with three happy hour friends who share in being lost, who are 

just as powerless against alcohols' pull, who also dream of escape and wildness and 

carnal pleasures, and who also share a “it's only sex it's not hurting anyone philosophy” 

for reasons that are just as legitimate to them. We feed each other, in our delusions, in our 

quest for a buzz, in shooter after shooter and beer after beer. We feed the fantasy of 

escape and the lust for pleasure, new pleasures pushing the envelope, far from the ruts 

and normalcy and boringness and drudgery of our domestic relationships, far outside the 

things we have done, outside society’s “norms.” 

The underlying intent, the unspoken desire, is a group sex romp, only hinted at 

when sober, but now being talked about freely after a few shots. Indeed, a room is 

booked in the hotel next to the nightclub, just in case. No one is sure we will actually do 

it, but the peer-pressure and alcohol and opportunity is certainly pushing it. 

Strobe lights flash, the music becomes more intense as the shots kick in, and the 

fog machine and alcohol begin to blur lines. An excitement for the badness of what we 

are about to do builds. The sexual tension, already high by design in the nightclub 

atmosphere, goes up another notch in a semi-private back room, high above the band and 

the dance floor. Scantily clad girls in mini-skirts gyrate on the dance floor, while in “our” 

room, the flirting and petting and grinding and kissing begins.  

We are creating quite a stir; onlookers gawk as the girls openly flirt with each 

other. The two girls then decide to focus their attention on me. I am surrounded, one on 

each side; we lay back on the couches, kissing and caressing. The girls kiss each other 

too, drawing more attention and a bigger crowd, heightening the stakes and the 

adrenaline, raising the tension and the anticipation.   

The room is spinning with the intoxication of alcohol and perfume and pure lust, 

attention and fantasy. It is overpowering. Two different hands roam over my crotch as the 

two women make out while lying with me on the public couch. I caresses both their 

asses, knowing we are going to explore our most scandalous desires and fantasies soon. 
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The urgency is almost too much. Hell, we may not even make it out of this nightclub, we 

might have to do it right here, for everyone to see! Such is the imminence of the sexual 

energy, pulsing with the music and the out-of-control alcohol that washes over us like the 

fog in this club. Reason and sanity disappear, it's all about desire and urges now. 

 

But suddenly, from outside of the pumping beat and the intoxication of perfume 

and the room spinning with fantasy and lust, my entire world comes crashing down.  

Suddenly, the room spinning is nauseating, I can't get my balance and I feel like I am 

going to get sick. The scene, the perfume and what I am about to do is suddenly 

repulsive. Abruptly I am a detached observer, looking back at myself in horror. 

“What the fuck?” screams the observer.  

“What the fuck are you doing Joe?  For god's sake, what the fuck are you 

doing?!?!” 
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IN HINDSIGHT, I WONDER to this day where this voice came from, why the 

experience shifted on a dime, so suddenly, so violently? Certainly I have been in 

situations before where alcohol has suddenly betrayed me, alcohol consumption turning 

to alcohol poisoning when limits are crossed, making me violently ill in an instant. 

Certainly that is a possibility. But at this point I was a seasoned drinker, my tolerance sky 

high, and it’s been a long time since I have drunk myself to that point. The timing seems 

uncanny, suspicious even, to happen right then and there like it did.   

I like to think there was some sort of divine intervention, the result of an arm-

wrestling struggle between my good angel and my bad angel suddenly decided by a 

heroic and improbable victory for the guy in the white hat this time. Scrawny David's 

skinny arm suddenly pins brutish Goliath's huge forearm in a burst of superhuman 

strength. The argument over our free will is overridden right at this moment by an 

impassioned speech from the guy in white, an argument that I don't know what I am 

doing, that this is not my higher self, that I genuinely would not chose this, not now, if 

not for the influence of bad timing and too much pressure and way way way too much 

alcohol. But most importantly, argues a part on my conscience I didn’t know I had, 

because I was genuine in my pledge and ceremony and sacrifice in the desert, to live 

from my true heart.  

Do I somehow remember that vow, somewhere deep in my reptilian brain?  

“This is not our heart!”, here in this dim club, pleads my champion.  

Is that what fuels the good angels' intervention? Is it the mountains and sky and 

angels that heard my prayers that day in the Virgin River, here for me now because I 

asked, because I prayed? 

In that ceremony and prayer in the Virgin River, I prayed earnestly for help in 

honoring my vow, especially in times of weakness and trial. I knew from my past that my 

weaknesses would push me back into old ruts and old patterns, that I would certainly 

need the help. I just didn't know I would need it this soon, and in this dire a situation. 

Good lord, who could have foreseen a predicament like this? But perhaps it is because of 

the direness of the situation that there is this intervention.  

This intervention, though, it will come at a cost, a big cost. For my guardian angel 

has gone way out on a limb, taken a big risk, and needs to know I will not forget my 



 131 

lessons and vows this time, that I will not fall back into my same old patterns and ruts 

again just as soon as this blows over. This mistake has to make an impression, a big 

impression. I will need a sign, a cairn so big and so obvious, that even I will not miss it, 

even this deep into my bad habits and ruts... 
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LIKE SOMEONE UNDER a spell suddenly awakened, I sit bolt upright on the 

couch. I try to stand. I am wobbly at first, like a just born fawn testing new legs. The 

room spins make even the simple act of standing difficult, but soon I gain my feet. I 

literally stumble out of the crowded nightclub, partially falling, partially running, 

apologizing to the annoyed patrons I wobble into, trying weakly to diffuse their anger 

with muttered apologies. I just have to get out of here. Now! 

Outside it is raining, a cold rain. My car, parked along the side of a road in the 

grass and mud in the overflow lot when I went in, is now sitting in a stream caused by the 

constant heavy rain that has been non-stop all night. And now in my drunken and terror-

filled state, I somehow manage to get my car completely stuck in the river of mud and 

grass and water.   

My impaired brain works well enough to call Triple A for a tow. I sit outside in 

the rain, which has lightened a bit now, oblivious to it, waiting for the tow truck. A local 

policeman cruises by, shining a flashlight in my face, asking if I need any help. I explain 

help is on the way, never even thinking I am in any sort of trouble, never thinking what 

the scene must look like from the cop's point of view, coming across someone sitting in 

the cold rain outside a nightclub, his car stuck in the mud on the side of a road. He turns 

off his flashlight and drives off without a word. 

Twenty minutes later, the tow driver extracts me from the ditch. I throw him a 

twenty for his help, and get on my way. I just want to get home. But I am turned around 

backwards now, and I have never been to this bar before, in an unfamiliar part of town. I 

am not sure how to best get home. And that is all I want to do, get home, just get back to 

my bed and sleep this nightmare off and never remember it again. Not so fast, bargains 

my weary guardian angel. 

In my foggy haste, in my clouded, unclear mind, unable to follow the Google map 

directions I have, it doesn't occur to me that getting pulled out of the ditch and pointed in 

the other direction has put me on the wrong street, one street over from my map. All I 

know is that the map says to turn left onto the main highway. So I turn left. Despite three 

signs with circles and slashes through them warning of no left turns from this street.   

The red and blue lights behind me are immediate, and shocking. Holy shit, where 

did the cop come from? I am pulled over into a closed coffee shop parking lot, lights still 
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blazing, trying my best to talk calmly and out of this bad situation. Forced out of the car, 

unbelievably I perform two of the three stupid human tricks flawlessly, walking heel to 

toe and turning, and the one-legged balance test. But I am tripped up on the last test, 

reciting the alphabet backwards from the interrogating officer’s letter of choosing.   

The roadside breathalyzer somehow reads only slightly over the legal limit; the 

officer is perplexed. Maybe I will get out of this with only a warning. The officer is 

clearly undecided, weighing spending his night processing paperwork, clearly not a fun 

task, versus being out on the road where the action is, where the donut shops are. That's a 

much better option versus running in a seemingly not too bad drunk. He has obviously 

seen worse. 

He calls for a backup, and soon another police car arrives, the red and blue blazes 

doubled now. The scene intensifies, a police car in front of and behind me.  Now my 

heart nearly jumps out of my throat, the seriousness of my situation finally breaking 

through the fog, fear rising in the pit of my stomach. I can almost taste the bile in my 

mouth when the new officer shines a light in my eyes, recognizing me from the ditch.   

“You gotta bring him in,” the younger, too eager cop tells the veteran, “I found 

him stuck in a ditch earlier, over at the club. He's obviously drunk!”   

Shit. That's the last straw, the deciding factor. I am done in, any hope of getting 

out of this one unscathed gone. The original officers' ire is now raised in obvious disgust, 

pissed that his night is ruined too. He bellows my rights before I am rudely handcuffed 

and shoved into the back of his cruiser. 

 

The humiliating process of having blood work taken at the hospital, of being 

booked and fingerprinted and processed at the barracks, of putting my friends in danger 

by having them come and get me at three in the morning, of all the terrible thoughts of 

the implications and ramifications of getting arrested for a DUI, of this most humbling 

and humiliating night of my life – well that all pales in comparison to coming home at 

four in the morning to confess it all to my sick wife. She is battling cancer for god’s sake, 

her hair is gone, again, her body emaciated and cut up and torn from the treatments and 

surgeries, and at four in the morning she has to face her pathetic husband coming home 

with this sordid tale.   
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It is truly the lowest point of my life. I have never been more ashamed... 
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THE FALLOUT FROM my actions are swift and severe.  My blood test results 

are well above the legal limits, so I have to hire a lawyer, and I now write checks to his 

law firm, and boatloads of checks to the county and local courts - more financial pressure 

on top on the unrelenting medical bills. I am dropped from my car insurance, too, only 

high risk, high premium insurers will offer coverage. I have no choice, I have to pay. 

Fuck. The financial walls are closing in, too, this time of my own making. 

Appearing before a judge, on the wrong side of the bench, is another act of 

humiliation. But since this is my first offense, the judge agrees to let me enter the 

Accelerated Recovery Program, with the carrot being that this will all be expunged from 

my permanent record if I do as I'm told and complete all the rehabilitative programs. I'll 

do whatever I am told. My lawyer tells me this is a good thing, and I initially agree – I 

just want to get all this behind me, quickly.  

But the joke’s on me – my rehab will not be quick. In addition to the mandatory 

all day Saturday state alcohol classes for a month, based on my history and questionnaire 

and profile -  and also considering that I have health insurance that covers “medically 

necessary rehabilitation services” - I am assigned to an “intensive” alcohol rehab 

program. I also have to pledge to remain sober throughout the entire program. 

Holy shit, three times a week for three hour sessions, for at least three months!  

Oh my god, I don't have time for this now, how can I possibly fit this in with all the 

overtime and other responsibilities I have? I beg and plead for the counselors to give me a 

break, please just listen to my story, please cut me some slack! My wife is dying, my job 

is too demanding, my life is falling apart, and besides, I don't deserve to be here, can't 

you see that? I'm not like the rest of the inmates here, it’s not my fault I drink, who 

wouldn't if they were in my shoes? 

There is panic and fear, real fear, in my pleadings...but it falls on deaf ears. As it 

should, given the honesty with which I explained my drinking experiences to the 

counselor, which I now vehemently deny. But the experienced counselors have heard it 

all before, which doesn't register with me, in my self-centered vortex of terror and 

additional fear that this exercise is only adding to my already overburdened plate. In fact, 

the more I protest, the longer I will have to stay, I'm told.   

But fight it I do. I don't even let myself hear any of the lessons at the beginning. I 
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spend the first month of rehab denying I should even be here, and justifying that my 

alcohol problem is not that bad, despite my actions and the judge’s orders. 
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“WHAT IS WRONG with having a couple of drinks after work, to unwind after 

a big presentation, or to celebrate a well-deserved promotion or hard fought 

accomplishment?” I argue. 

What’s better than joining your buds for a few beers, to catch up on old times or 

just to get away from duty and responsibility for a while, maybe bitch a bit about the wife 

and kids before heading back feeling better? I’m pretty sure the girls are doing the same 

at girls night out, tipping back bottles of wine and downing cosmopolitans while 

watching Sex and the City and wondering why their husbands aren’t more like Mr. Big, 

and just as certain that beer (and lots of it) is the beverage of choice for most guys while 

watching the football game. Indeed, what sort of social gathering, whether a Christmas 

party, a birthday party, or even just a Tuesday evening dinner with friends, what sort of 

get together isn’t made a little better, a little more lubricated, a little more open and 

freeing, with a glass of wine, a shot of good scotch, or washed down with a fine craft 

brewed IPA? 

“There’s nothing wrong with that, as long as you stop before the alcohol starts to 

influence you” is the reply. 

“Well of course I can stop before it influences me, if I want to”, I argue. Some of 

my fellow “inmates” chuckle. It’s group therapy.  

But it’s true, I’m not an alcoholic. I never miss work because of drinking. Sure, I 

may go off the deep end every now and then, maybe even binge after a long period of 

hard work or too much pressure at home, but I am working on that, I am in control.  All I 

have to do is implement my now recognized plan of moderation. I don’t need these 

sessions to learn that. 

“Hmm, were you able to stop the night you got your DUI?” 

Ouch, that’s a low blow!  

“That night was not my fault!” I shoot back. 

It was an exception, you wouldn’t understand. Clearly you folks don’t understand 

what is on my plate, and that alcohol helps me cope with my demands, with this crazy, 

modern world we live in, with its complex social structure and unrelenting demands.  

It helps all of us cope a little better, I argue. Look around. It helps us be a little 

more honest, especially the first part of the buzz. Look what happens with a little alcohol.  
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We fit in a little bit more at the family dinners that ooze with all sorts of parental 

expectations and proper conduct standards, we overcome our shyness at the boss’s 

holiday party, our lack of self confidence when mingling with the opposite sex. We care a 

little bit less about what others think and expect of us, we feel a little more free to be 

ourselves. 

How many people keep their emotions locked inside, behind bars of their own 

choosing, hidden behind their fears and worries that others may not understand, or will 

think they are crazy if they express them? The personal emotions sentinel, a guard of 

their own employ, is charged with protecting the fragile psyche from feelings of 

inadequacy or grief or regret or sadness, and carries out these orders dutifully, putting 

band aids on the hurt and a pretty smiles on the pain, telling the whole world everything 

is okay.   

It is only the booze that finally knocks the sentinel out. In unguarded moments of 

weakness, or at least now with a bottled excuse for this weakness, the emotions pour out.  

It is only in the throes of alcohol that the tears kept in all those years after daddy’s death 

finally come out, where the scars from that nasty divorce are fully revealed, where the 

secrets kept in so long but so badly in need of release are finally set free.  

“Isn’t this a good thing?” I argue. 

And most times we feel a little happier about ourselves, and about others around 

us, because they are dropping their expectations of us too, they are a bit more forgiving, 

less rigid, more accepting, after a few beers. Those petty little problems and differences 

seem to melt away like snow and ice in a spring thaw. If only we could feel like this all 

the time. Just look at the camaraderie around the bar at the beginning of the night. All 

wars could be ended, all differences put aside easily, if only we could lock arms over 

beers instead of battleaxes! 

Ahh, and the conversations with friends – even enemies – over a few drinks! So 

many good ones, so many heartfelt conversations and confessions and apologies accepted 

and genuine tears shared, under the fathering guidance of the early alcohol buzz. Things 

we find we have in common with others that we wouldn’t admit sober, but when the 

tongue is loosed by a bit of 80 proof, the honesty emerges, differences are settled, and the 

truth is set free.   
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And so the alcoholic buzz should be celebrated! It truly is the panacea of that first 

glorious summer day under its influence. It really is a truth serum, a place where we can 

drop our pretenses and armor, so heavy to carry around all the time anyway. We can 

leave them in the corner for a bit, with our baggage and worries.   

“You know, you can choose to be honest with yourself, with others, any time you 

want. Without alcohol.” Counselor Tim looks so smug in his assessment. I almost want to 

choke him.  

“I know it’s hard” he continues. “I’ve been there. Being honest with yourself is 

the first – and hardest – step.” 

A part of me recognizes some truth here. I recognized it in the folks I met in Zion. 

They were not free from the same challenges and obstacles we all face in life. But they 

were honest about them, even to a stranger like me. The were honest about most things in 

their lives, to themselves and to others. It’s what allowed them to look deeply into my 

eyes, with nothing to hide in theirs. Maybe if I felt I was as free to live more honestly, 

like the Zion folks do, I wouldn’t need to drink as much.  

I’m still not ready to let go, though. 

“But alcohol is such an important part of our culture”, I argue. “It’s a huge part of 

our social fabric.”  

I think of all the work functions and parties where alcohol is served. Almost all of 

my social functions involve alcohol, too. I can’t just walk away. What else would I do? 

Look at how alcohol is woven into our social fabric. It plays a big role in our customs and 

gatherings. Weddings and wakes, bar mitzvahs and birthdays, graduations and going 

aways, all of these all celebrated with free-flowing booze. We even have holidays 

dedicated to drinking, New Year's Eve and St. Patrick's Day.   

Alcohol even plays an important role in our spiritual and religious ceremonies, the 

world over, and has throughout the ages. The ancient Egyptians believed that beer was a 

necessity of daily life and worshiped Osiris, inventor of the heavenly brew. Chinese 

traditions always included huangjiu, a strong rice wine, when holding a memorial 

ceremony, offering sacrifices to gods or their ancestors, pledging resolution before going 

into battle, celebrating victory, before feuding and official executions, for taking an oath 

of allegiance, and while attending the ceremonies of birth, marriage, reunions, departures, 
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death, and festival banquets. Fast forward to modern-day Christianity, and even those 

under twenty-one are offered a little wine – not water – with their daily bread.  

But why not just use water in those cruets, in our religious celebrations, in our 

customs?  Why is wine used ceremonially?  Why did a Jesus too young to drink turn 

water into wine?  Just look at the term “spirits”, which refers to distilled alcohol. Doesn’t 

this come from this connection? Is it no surprise then, that alcohol and spirituality have a 

close connection? Clearly all these people, all these revered traditions can’t be wrong. 

Clearly this is proof that alcohol has gotten a bad rap. 

The counselors let me talk, but they don’t buy it. They’ve literally heard it all 

before. 

“This isn’t a religion class”, I am reminded.  

Counselor Sarah also points out that the word alcohol itself comes from the 

Arabic word for spirit, which is al-kuhl (الكحول ). In Middle Eastern folklore, the al-kuhl is 

a body eating spirit or ghoul. 

“That’s a much truer image of alcohol’s real effects on us” she interjects. 

This just serves to make me even madder. How could Sarah even begin to 

understand my spirit? 

“Then what about the clarity I sometimes feel in alcohols’ buzz?” I react. 

“Isn’t there an aspect of alcohol, or the alcoholic buzz, that allows us to tap into a 

more spiritual side of ourselves, perhaps an aspect that I don’t normally let myself feel?” 

I plead. “And isn’t that a good thing?” 

 I‘ve certainly noticed a similarity between the peaceful feelings of knowing and 

god that I often experience on backpacking trips or even in my own backyard, birding or 

just communing with the trees, and the early stages of an alcoholic buzz. Many people 

describe the effect of alcohol as a spiritual experience, of an awakening to a feeling of 

goodness, maybe even a Higher Power. The true Higher Power, the Higher Power that is 

within them, that is unique to them, not the beliefs that are forced upon them.   

Certainly part of the appeal of the early alcohol buzz is this freeing from the 

prison of expectations and beliefs systems forced upon us, that imprison us. It allows us a 

freedom from the thought patterns and habits that define so much of our workaday 

existence, it allows us access to a place of unstructured nothingness.  
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It is very similar to the freedom of the wilderness, I have noticed – but it is 

certainly is a lot easier. Hell, just run down to the nearest package store and pick your 

poison, the varieties are limitless now. There is no preparation, no backpacks or hearts to 

prepare, no lists to mind or minds to subjugate consciously, just a bottle to twist open or a 

top to pop.   

And of course this certainly fits in with the modern marketer’s constant message 

that your life should be easier, because you deserve it, and the beer commercials that 

spread the penultimate message of the Good Life in a can. A trip to the state store or beer 

distributor is so much easier to chose than a trip to the wilderness, or even harder, a trip 

within, a true journey of exploration. I can’t resist this message anymore than others. And 

it’s not my fault that I don’t have the time now to meditate in the desert. It’s just easier 

for me to get my salvation from a bottle right now. 

“Listen, Joe. You don’t need alcohol to pursue spirituality.” Tim shakes his head. 

“You really don’t.” 

I pause. Somewhere deep inside of me, I know this. I have experienced it. 

“Listen, just listen, will ya? Give what we are saying a chance” Tim continues.  

“We can’t do it all alone, none of us can. It’s okay to set down your burden. It’s 

okay to recognize a Higher Power, any Higher Power you want. It’s okay to be honest – 

even with yourself. These are all truths that you don’t need a buzz to understand. Stick 

with us,”  I am asked, “we’ll show you how.” 

The reality is, I already know this. Alcohols’ gift of a small dose of personal 

honesty does not come free. Alcohol is still unpredictable and sneaky, its effects on the 

brain different every time, and it is rare that someone can control these effects, or just 

maintain a warm buzz, and most rare, stop drinking before the buzz boils over into 

drunkenness. Clearly, I can’t. 

For every truth unveiled by the buzz, there are a dozen other ideas born in the 

bottle that rightly deserved to die on the drunk talk table, especially in the blurred space 

between buzz and drunk, things that are clearly not good ideas in the sober light of day.    

“What the hell was I thinking?” we bemoan the morning after, waking up to a 

pounding headache and surrounded by empty cans and an empty wallet and sleeping in 

our clothes, but at least home safe, the car not parked in the bushes, and no dents or dings 
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from hitting anything or anyone, even though you have no recollection of driving home 

from the bar. Most nights nothing really bad happens, luckily. 

Of course the addictive and less desirable qualities of alcohol are certainly still 

there in the buzz too. There is never any suspension of that, it's in the unwritten contract.  

It begs the question, at what point does the buzz go too far? At what point does 

drunkenness set in? And why can’t that buzz be maintained, why is it so fleeting, why 

does it devolve into drunkenness? Most of the time I don’t want another drink, I want the 

drink I just had, the one that caused this warm feeling that is starting to fade, so I better 

get another beer. I don’t want to get drunk, I bet most people don’t want to get drunk, we 

just want to maintain that happy buzz all night, not just in the early stages of drinking.  

We just want to be happy all night.  So we drink all night, long after the thrill is gone. 

 And it is very true that some people cannot stop, even after a bender. I could see 

that, even before this class. Truly some get sucked down into sacrificing everything for 

the next drink, into a bitter physical and emotional and spiritual addiction. Indeed, 

science has yet to find an effective cure for alcoholism, despite decades of research (it 

would be a blockbuster moneymaker if ever discovered!)  Ironically, Alcoholics 

Anonymous, the only program with a track record of success in treating alcoholism, 

preaches there are no physical cures, not even abstinence - there is only a spiritual cure. 

  

It is in hindsight that I think of my guardian angel in the white hat, the one who 

rescued me from the nightclub that terrible night, who went out on a limb and who 

understands that I am a stubborn, ostentatious know-it-all bastard who doesn't listen and 

doesn't stop trying to bend the universe to his will until he has been worn down and is 

near defeat.  I think now of his fear, legitimate, that all the crap swirling in my life will be 

too much, that I will finally cave, collapse under the pressure, finally throw in the towel 

and just give in to my alcoholic demons, my free will given over to sloth and fear, my 

higher truths abandoned because I don't have the strength anymore.  

But why now?  What is different now, versus ten years ago, fifteen years ago, that 

the Universe feels I can handle all this now, that these painful lessons, lessons of cancer 

and wrong careers and DUIs and rehab, all piled on top of each other, a huge burden for 

anyone to bear?  What makes anyone, even a Being with ultimate wisdom, think that I 
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can handle this now, that all of this will be good for me in the long run, that it will lead to 

growth and better things and a fulfillment of what my Higher Self truly craves?   

The rewards, of finally breaking the cycle of returning to bad habits, must be 

worth the risk. Indeed, maybe it is now or never, reasons my harried angel.  

And perhaps all the lessons I am learning now, the truths I have learned in Zion 

and from all the teachers that have come into my life exactly when they were supposed 

to, all the challenges that have been thrust upon me now, the vow that I made in the 

Virgin River – well, maybe now I finally have the tools I need. Maybe that’s why my 

path has taken me where it has, to pick up the tools I need to carry on. Like the walking 

stick at the end of the Escalante journey.  Maybe I just need to pay attention more to my 

cairns, even when they leads to places I don’t want to follow. Like rehab... 
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I DO START TO pay attention in rehab in the second month. I start to let down 

my defenses, quit being so combative, though I don’t verbalize this. The lessons of this 

challenge are starting to shake me, or maybe a month without alcohol is starting to repair 

the damage to my brain, as the counselors insist. A big break comes one night through a 

song.   

Music has always touched my soul, starting when I was young, listening to my 

father's albums, from Cat Stevens to Elton John and America. This lead to drum lessons 

as a teenager, which led to many a stint as a drummer in many, many bands, starting in 

high school, and continuing all the way up to grad school. I only gave up my dreams of 

continuing my band hobbies when the job and family responsibilities crowded it out, and 

even then it was only reluctantly.   

Once a week in rehab we listen to a song about someone's struggles with 

addiction, or with alcohol. This is always my favorite night; I am familiar with so many 

of the songs folks bring in. We are encouraged to bring in songs that affect us. I actually 

do bring in a song one night, from a contemporary local artist, who I know also struggles 

with alcohol, but who has faced his demons and has turned his life around. I know 

because I know this person, and it makes it more personal; there is a connection. I open 

up a bit, discussing the song with people who really listen, who seem to care. 

I start to listen beyond the songs, I start to hear what the counselors are saying, 

what my fellow rehab-ees are saying, what they are sharing. This is tough for everyone. 

And these are good people, as I am learning, listening to their struggles. Alcohol is a 

stubborn adversary, an opponent to our Higher Selves, our Higher Truths. And 

alcoholism is a very spiritual disease; indeed, there is not a pill or drug that science has 

discovered to counter it. The only effective “cure” is the spirit-based surrender of the 

twelve-step program embraced by Alcoholics Anonymous. 

As part of the rehab program, I must attend AA meetings, too. I listen to the AA 

preachers, the real life folks just like me, who come in every Thursday night and share 

their tales of despair and desperation, of their bottoms and rock bottoms, of the trails of 

destruction they leave, before finally recognizing the cairns of their salvation. This is 

usually seen at first as a mirage, from the depths of the gutter. But they’ve nowhere else 

to go. 
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I hear the tales from my fellow “students,” most of them my age, most of them 

just as successful and respected and a functioning part of the community and with 

families, just like me. But some wear home arrest ankle bracelets, because they couldn't 

find the brakes on their own, in time, before they hurt themselves, before they hurt others. 

There are tales of those who are here because this disease is literally killing them, liver 

failure and brain damage irreversible now unless the drinking stops, right now, doctor’s 

orders. Wow, these stories scare me. 

There are real life stories of where this disease can lead, if left unchecked. Next to 

me most nights sits a postman, who confesses to the group that he literally runs to his 

truck after a shift, where a thirty-pack awaits. Nine of 'em are downed before he makes it 

home, everyday! The drinking doesn’t stop until the thirty-pack lies empty at 4:30 in the 

morning, cans strewn about the basement lazy chair. His wife can collect him now, 

because he is sufficiently passed out and passive enough to be finally be lead to bed. The 

alarm will be going off in two hours for work. And then the whole process will be 

repeated again. Every day. This has been going on for years, and the postman watches it, 

knowing it is killing him. Now his doctor confirms it; his liver is revolting, his time is 

rapidly running out. Yet he hasn't the faintest clue how to get off this destructive, out of 

control, treadmill. 

His tale shocks me, makes me think, makes me take notice. He seems like such a 

normal guy, just like me. Except for the hand trembles.  

We are all left wondering and a bit shaken a few weeks later, when the postman 

disappears. He just quits showing up to rehab. Despite his doctor’s orders, despite the 

court order, despite the terrible ratcheted up consequences, despite his professed desire to 

stop, to loosen the devil's grip from around his throat, around his mind, before he loses 

everything. The counselors are mum when we inquire, by law. He never does return. His 

empty chair is powerful... 
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But I am not affected to that degree yet, thankfully. There are all sorts of degrees 

of this affliction, of this disease, there is not a one-size fits all diagnosis or remedy, 

despite my repeated inquiries. I wonder where I fit on the spectrum, but no one will 

answer me – it is up to me to figure it out, to be honest with myself, do yet another self-

analysis.   

This frustrates me. I'm not as bad as the postman, and I don't have any physical 

problems related to my drinking – but could I? Could I be led down the same path, if I 

don't watch it, if I just give up and go there, like I have been doing lately? Is that my fate? 

I don't believe so, but like living a real life episode of “Scared Straight”, seeing it 

firsthand makes me think. I beg the counselors to rate me on their spectrum, based on 

what they have seen. How bad am I? But they are unanimous in their advice that I have to 

figure that out for myself. 

As the days of being sober mount, I am able to think clearer. Indeed there is a 

physical aspect to this disease, and there is a reason why the treatment lasts ninety days.  

Alcohol’s impact on our brains, it is real, it is physical, and it can only be undone and 

reversed through abstinence. See, these bad habits and unhealthy patterns, they have been 

set in our brains, as if in concrete. The chemicals in the poison of alcohol reset synapses 

between brain cells and nerve endings to accommodate alcohol’s effects. Our brains are 

different now, compared to before we drank. They are now hard-wired by our repeated 

drinking - and that is why we keep falling back into old patterns and ruts, why the 

alcoholic keeps drinking, even when she doesn’t want to. In fact, we must repeat these 

patterns now, says our altered brains - that's why it’s classified as an addiction.    

To overcome this addiction, to get out of these bad habits and change these 

destructive patterns, say the counselors, backed up by stacks of scientific evidence and 

witness after witness, these brain synapses now require repairing and rewiring. And 

science tells us this takes at least ninety days of being free from alcohol’s effects to allow 

this to happen, to allow old firing patterns set in liquid to erode, to make space for new 

synapses to replace them. 

Of course, new, good, healthy patterns have to be established for this to be 

effective, long term. So we spend a lot of time sharing things that are good and healthy 

and don't require alcohol. Exercise is a powerful antidote, as is getting outside, 
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communing with nature, practicing painting or art or music, cultivating healthy hobbies. I 

already know this; maybe these folks know a bit what they are talking about. 

A lot of the things lost to alcohol's pull are the simple things, the little things, the 

things we used to enjoy and appreciate before alcohol robbed us of the ability to 

appreciate them on their own. Sharing a family meal, a sunset, holding your wife's hand. 

Things that we know are good, that once felt good, that were all that we needed, but can 

no longer compete with alcohol's increased, artificial dopamine. 

We spend a lot of time in rehab rediscovering these little things, re-appreciating 

the things that we clearly take for granted now, things so lost in alcohol's haze. We share 

these stories in rehab. We profess thankfulness for these little things. We express this 

verbally, out loud, so we truly hear it, so others hear it, so we remember what we are 

thankful for today.   

This simple act of sharing is moving. Sharing, real sharing, begins to bond us 

together, us rehabers, like the sharing in Zion. It is honest. Often times there are tears 

from grown men. In public.  

Gratitude is a powerful tool, too. It forces us to recognize the good things we 

have, even if they are small. Verbalizing these small victories gives them power. Doing it 

everyday builds new pathways in our brains. Good pathways. 

And there are so many parts of the AA twelve-step program that fascinate me, 

from a spiritual point of view, from a human point of view. Wow if we only were taught 

these lessons as part of our spiritual training! It is such a far cry from of the rote 

memorization of out-dated prayers and the harsh judgment of my fire and brimstone 

childhood gods! 

I love the AA profession of surrendering to and believing in a God more powerful 

than our disease, more powerful than ourselves, of releasing and letting go of the need to 

control our lives, of giving ourselves over to a Higher Power, a Higher Power of our own 

choosing. I also love the recognition that God is personal, different for everyone, 

embodied in our thoughts and energies, as we understand Him or Her, not someone else's 

model of God. Certainly that has been my experience, my God found in the birds and the 

desert, so different from the god of my catechism. And best, there is no judgment in AA 

that my God is lesser than yours, or his, or hers. The God isn't important; the surrendering 
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is. 

Another aspect of the program catches my attention, making amends for past 

wrongs. Admitting them to ourselves, and to our God, and to a sponsor; personal, 

heartfelt apologies to others, to ourselves, followed by forgiveness. Powerful! And 

freeing, as witness after witness tells us on Thursdays. Forgiveness is a key aspect of AA. 

Forgiveness of others, forgiveness in the eyes of God and mostly, forgiveness of 

ourselves.   

Of course all of this requires honesty. To be successful, we have to be brutally 

honest, to ourselves, to our Higher Power, to our Higher Selves. That is a tall order, a 

mighty mountain to climb. It is much easier to look past our inner truths, to not face 

them. That requires us to look inside, deep inside, to face the person in the mirror, to do a 

deep, personal and fearless inventory, to cut through the patterns and ruts and hard wiring 

of the world, to see and accept the brilliant person inside of all of us. Hmm, just like Bill 

Bauman is preaching, too. Of course so much of the AA message sits with what I already 

have been learning on my own. I have already started well down this path, but the 

confirmation is affirming. 

The next step is to continue to seek improvement through prayer and meditation, 

to continuously improve our conscious contact with God. This will result in having a 

spiritual awakening if we follow these steps. I already know this, having started it years 

ago, and continuing right up through Zion.   

  

What makes the message resonate, though, is that it is not delivered by an 

authority figure. Instead, it is real people that get up in front of us every Thursday and 

they give testimony to this, and to the brilliance and beauty of their own lives. The grace 

of their own struggles and challenges and mistakes, which they so courageously share, is 

on beautiful display here for all to see. There is a lot in common with the testimonials at 

Zion about love. 

It is truly moving. It is much more powerful than any sermon ever delivered from 

a pulpit. I sit up and pay attention. Good lord, these people talk about the feelings of 

being lost, of wandering aimlessly, of that nagging feeling that something isn't right 

within them. They all tried to drown it out with drink and drugs, but that just masked the 
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real issues.  

But holy cow, they found what they were looking for, what was missing, when 

they let go of their fears, when they gave them to a higher power, and quieted their 

minds, with its nagging questions. They found peace and serenity, too. I can feel it oozing 

out of them, it is genuine, just like it was with those beautiful folks gathered in the Zion 

canyons. 

My sober mind is clearer than it has been in decades. It doesn’t take a genius to 

see this detour through rehab is clearly on my path. My cairns have led me here, though 

also just as clear, I would not have followed if I wasn’t forced to follow. Even though 

rehab was painful and made a mess of my life in many ways, I am actually thankful for 

the events that led me here, even the DUI.  
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BUT MY GOD, MY new immediate routines are horrible. Rehab adds an 

additional nine hours of requirements to my weekly workload, in addition to the outside 

AA meetings I am required to attend. Often times now I am up at five a.m., working out a 

bit first (exercise is a very good healthy habit that rehab strongly encourages, and to 

which I have always been committed), to get to work by 7:30 or 8, stay there with my 

head down for ten hours, until six p.m., then rehab from six to nine p.m., then back to 

work sometimes until after midnight or later if a deliverable is due. Gotta get the business 

plans completed, the capital budget presentations updated, and the EPRC meetings 

readied, to pay the bills. I don't go to any of Deb's chemo treatments or doctor visits 

anymore, these are left 100% to her parents, and often times there is not even time to 

discuss the results of tests and treatments except by text. I miss almost all of Trevor's 

spring baseball season, including a thrilling playoff victory to which he contributed a key 

hit and play in the field. Again I am left following the action via text messages, while 

getting a presentation together, mine the only light on in the office. Sigh. 

Most days now, even in the longer days of late spring, it is dark when I leave the 

house, dark when I return, everyone in bed and asleep when I leave, and again when I 

arrive home very late to eat a reheated dinner, alone. And nobody is up yet when I get up 

at five, eat breakfast, again solo, and leave the house by 6:30 a.m., to do it all over again. 

It is a horrible, isolating, overbearing, taxing, and soul-draining existence, the 

hollowing out of a once vibrant soul. I am exhausted and completely drained, never more 

than three or four hours of sleep a night. Between the workload and the worries, many 

nights I do not sleep at all. The bags under my eyes seem permanent, the caffeine is 

constant, and the amount of time I have to spend fixing my ever-increasing and more 

onerous errors at work compounds the misery.   

But I dare not show any weakness at work. I am also desperately trying to hide 

my DUI and legal activities, and certainly this rehab stint. This goes on non-stop for three 

months, no time off at all in that entire time. There is not one vacation day during the first 

six months of the year. 

 

“Ducks”, says Eric, one of the elder, wiser cohorts in rehab.   

Eric sports a salt 'n' pepper beard and just beginning to gray hair, cut just a bit too 
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long. He looks over his round wire-rim glasses when we share in group, like a a professor 

looking over his class. He takes his time in conversation, thinking about his comments 

before delivering them in a slow, deliberate style. It makes me pay attention. I took notice 

when he started contributing to the group, when he started to at least give lip service to 

what the counselors are preaching. Eric's been around, he's seen things, made his fair 

share of mistakes. He’s wrapped his car around a telephone pole, too, which of course is 

how he landed here in rehab.   

“Men are like ducks” Eric shares, “afraid to ask for help, or say ‘no more.’”  

“We're fixers,” he says, “that's what we do.  We are taught to be strong, or at least 

don't let on that we are not strong.  We're at a loss when something can't be fixed easily.”   

There is a pause before he continues.   

“So on the surface that duck looks stoic, non-plussed, able to handle it all. But 

beneath the the surface,” a long pause here, “those legs are paddling furiously, certain 

that as soon as the paddling stops, he will drown.” 

I am a duck now.  Paddle frantically I do. I don't know how I will do it all. I just 

satisfy whomever is yelling the loudest, the boss, the bill collectors, the parole officer, the 

wife, the kids, and put off everything else. I even have to ask my wife to take a rain check 

on her forty-fifth birthday celebration, and on our nineteenth wedding anniversary, which 

are only a week apart. We even push back Trevor's ninth birthday celebration a week to 

accommodate my unavailability, too.   

Surely a break is coming, though, certainly things will get better, and we can 

catch up on these things later, when I get out of rehab, after the business plan is done, 

when I finally have the time off that has eluded me all year. When the paddling will slow 

down and I can just float for a bit.  For right now, though, all I can do is keep up the 

frantic kicking... 

 

The good news is that there is no drink at all now. I decide to continue with 

sobriety, even after being released from rehab. Yes, I “passed.” Life will get better now, I 

think, with three of my weekly evenings returned to me. Surely if I just kick a little 

harder, I'll get through these trials, and life will return to normal. 
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Ha, but that is not how it works! Apparently I am still not hollowed out 

sufficiently enough. And there are some things in life that no amount of frantic paddling 

can prevent, things that shake you to your very core, that truly bust you completely wide 

open. 
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LIFE IS MESSY, for all of us. No one gets an easy pass. I am starting to learn, 

though, that it is the messes that teach us the most. There are valuable lessons to be 

gained through our challenges. Avoid the messes, miss the lesson – and you’ll never 

move forward on your path. 

I wish there was an easier way. I wish, at least, that I saw the big picture, that 

there was a big lighthouse high on the hill constantly sending out its beacon, showing me 

the way over the long haul and through the valleys of mayhem and turmoil through which 

we all must pass. 

But that is not how it works. You are only given one cairn at a time. There is 

instruction offered only on the next immediate step. As Matthew Kelly teaches, “God 

only reveals our journey to us one step at a time.” Avoid that next step and you are off 

track, on a tangent, and it may take you further away from your true path, away from the 

progress towards your higher self.  

And there are good reasons for this. Your Higher Power knows if you could see 

where your path is leading beyond the next step - you would never choose it. Because life 

is messy. Because your true cairns do not led around the big messes, but straight through 

them. Very few of us have to courage to follow where our cairns are leading, through the 

carnage, clutter and confusion it has in store for us -  unless we have no choice, as I was 

about to find this out.... 
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“JOE WAKE UP. We gotta go...” 

Good lord, why is Deb waking me up now? It’s still dark, the first hints of gray 

are just now coloring the window, and the birds haven’t even started singing yet.  

We have a big day planned. It is my first vacation day of the year, despite the year 

being half over. But we are both exhausted from hosting a ninth birthday party the day 

before for little Trevor, so we agreed to sleep in a bit today. I thought that meant at least 

sleeping past dawn. 

Trevor’s birthday party was great too. Our house was filled with dozens of  

relatives and a half dozen of Trevor’s friends and all the cousins. It was a perfect, sunny 

day, kids running in and out, fueled by too much sugar from the ice cream cake, too much 

excitement and laughter and screams from a water balloon battle, and just the joy of party 

time at that magical age when kids love parties. We celebrated Trevor turning nine 

smashingly. 

Deb always does such a good job with the boys’ birthday parties. All the adult 

guests needs are taken care of, Deb doing most of the work of running the party. There is 

homemade food she has been preparing for weeks, breads and pastas and a main course 

of grilled hamburgers and hot dogs and salads and snacks galore. And there are games for 

the kids, yesterday an elaborate scavenger hunt that had the kids stumped and entertained 

for a half hour, an eternity in kid party time.  

Usually there is a theme. We have had Star Wars themed parties, a couple of 

those, when the house was turned into the swamp planet Dagobah, complete with light 

sabers and a giant Millennium Falcon hand drawn on the ceiling, and Darth Maul crashed 

a party too, until the screaming kiddos with their foam light sabers defeated him and his 

dual-ended weapon. There was a Harry Potter theme one year, spells cast over everyone’s 

imagination with their homemade wands and costumes, and even a Lego party, complete 

with interlocking cake and desserts. I hope the boys will remember their birthday parties 

the rest of their lives. 

 We both went to bed exhausted and tired last night. Maybe I was too tired to 

notice that Deb seemed a little slower today; she actually sat down and rested and let 

others help her a bit with the party. I am sure most guests could not even tell she is sick 

with cancer. Deb never lets the disease slow her down, especially if the activities involve 
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her kids. Only an astute observer would have noticed that Deb wore a zip-up jacket 

yesterday, despite the upper 80 degree heat. She has been wearing the jacket most of the 

time lately, to cover up her growing belly. It looks like she is a few months pregnant 

without it. 

Despite the exhaustion, we were both excited about our plans for today – a 

celebratory chocolate chip pancake breakfast at Pamela’s in the Strip, followed by some 

shopping, and then an afternoon Pirates game at PNC Park. It’s time to catch up. Life was 

just too busy for me these past few months. We didn’t get a chance to properly celebrate 

Deb’s forty-fifth birthday three weeks ago, or our nineteenth wedding anniversary two 

weeks ago, due to my workload and rehab commitments. So today we will make up for 

lost time. Debbie has always enjoyed the simple things in life, like the things we talk 

about in rehab; she wants just a pancake breakfast with her boys for her birthday and 

anniversary.   

 

 But right now Deb is not excited about the world famous greasy cakes. In fact, 

something is wrong, terribly wrong. I can sense it when I shake off the drowsiness. She 

has been up for a while, it is obvious she is upset and has been crying. She has a bag 

packed. A dark foreboding comes over me, as if the day should be getting darker, not 

lighter. It is the same feeling I had in the Rockies, in the Weminuche wilderness.   

 “We need to go to the hospital” Deb says, her voice cracking, trying desperately 

to be strong. Her bottom lip quivers, betraying her fear. 

 Suddenly all the statistics, all the odds I have read, all the studies I have studied – 

suddenly they are all real. I know immediately what they really mean. I know what a 

twenty percent chance of survival for two years, less than ten percent chance for five, 

means right now, when ten months of that time is already gone. I know that the cancer 

has spread to her liver; I can see it in the scans. I know what Deb is saying when she tells 

me we need to go to the hospital, now. It hits me with the same force as that day in late 

last summer, when she received the Stage IV news, when she showed up at the batting 

cages. 

 I put these thoughts aside. Deb is a fighter, she is so strong. She has an incredible 

faith and an army of prayer warriors, and the best doctors in the country are on her side. 
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She is still gulping down green veggie shakes and drinking green tea and apple cider 

vinegar, still seeing Jaimie. She has just visited the old sacred places in the high New 

Mexico desert with her good friend, and she has been to the world’s best MD Anderson 

Cancer Clinic in Houston. She is doing everything she can to fight, and she is doing 

everything right. Surely she will be the one to beat those small odds if anyone can. Surely 

she will be in that twenty percent, or ten percent, if that’s where we are at now. 

 But the news at the hospital is not good. I don’t need to be told, it is etched in the 

furrowed brows and slightly hushed tones and more gentle mannerisms that the harried 

hospital staff and caregivers display around us that is far more telling than anything they 

say. 

 And Deb’s belly. Two months ago it started to swell. It was not very noticeable at 

first, especially to me who was too busy, just a muffin top that too many American girls 

sport now anyway. But it is completely out of the ordinary to someone who rocked a six 

pack abdomen her whole life up until boy number two. Now in the hospital, doctors and 

PA’s need to check it out, and the truth can’t be hidden under a jacket or sweatshirt 

anymore. Wow, it has swelled up to the three or four months pregnant. I try to hide my 

shock and fear. 

 But of course that is how Deb is – she is very prideful about her appearance, the 

good pride, the kind that comes from hard work and appreciating all that she has in her 

life, and the pride that comes from doing a good job, from doing the right thing, including 

taking care of her appearance. Even when she has cancer. Even when her hair falls out 

four times through chemo. Even when she is really, really sick, but she wants the all the 

attention of the day to be focused on her beautiful little nine year-old and giving him the 

best birthday party ever, as every one of his birthdays has been. 

 

 Deb is admitted to the hospital. The docs want more tests, and they are concerned 

about her belly. By evening it is clear we will not be going home tonight, and the next 

day it is clear we may be here for a spell, until a handle can be gotten on what is causing 

the swelling. 

 The news that Deb is in the hospital shocks most people. Again, on the outside, 

her sunny, ever present smile and pleasant disposition never even remotely hints at her 
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internal turmoil. So to see her in a hospital bed now, connected to IVs and in a hospital 

gown and wearing her pink coyote hat in public, this is not the image that most expect 

when they stop up to visit. And her belly, it has now swelled to seven months pregnant. 

 Of course there is a continuing battery of tests, and lots of confusing information. 

Deb’s regular doctor is out of the country on vacation, leaving us with the abrupt 

uncaring doctor on call, adding to the mess. There are people in and out of the tiny little 

hospital room, it is always crowded, and people close to Deb have come in from out of 

town. It is chaotic, and everyone struggles to make sense of how this can be happening, 

here, now, right now, when just a couple of days ago we were all laughing and 

celebrating and everything was fine. It is a very detached scene, surreal, with a dreamlike 

quality, slipping in and out of focus and in between hope and despair. And at this point 

the prevailing expectation is that things will get better for a while and Deb will come 

home. 

 

 But that is not what I feel now, two days later, and not what I sense from Deb.  

Her belly is huge now, nine months pregnant. Her vitals are still okay, so I go home to 

sleep (okay, to rest, sleep is very difficult and most times impossible) the first two nights 

she is in the hospital.   

 And that is another surreal experience, pedaling my bike home from the hospital 

at dusk because I have lost my driving privileges for thirty days, another ramification of 

my DUI, again manifesting itself at the most inopportune time that could ever be 

imagined. What a fucking nightmare. 

 I am pedaling hard along the berm of the highway, making my heart beat harder 

just to know it is still there, making myself sweat, making myself breathe faster to get rid 

of the toxins, trying desperately to come to grips with what is happening so fast, trying to 

come to grips with everything that I knew would one day come but until it is actually 

upon you, you cannot even imagine how you will react. I am trying to out-pedal my fears, 

which are roaring like the giant trucks on the highway right behind me, ready to overtake 

me, ready to flatten this crazy guy riding a bike along the highway in the dark now.  The 

fears just seem so much bigger, so much faster, than I can ever be… 
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 THERE IS A SENSE of calm that begins to emerge out of the chaos the next 

day, believe it or not. Do not think this is an easy calm, for we are discussing topics that 

are life’s hardest – palliative care versus hospice, more aggressive chemo or none at all, 

whether to install a drain to relieve the swelling, which is now ten months overdue 

pregnant and uncomfortable to even look at. One would think the chaos would escalate, 

but it does not. It is a duty calm; it is important. And it is calm because Debbie is so calm.  

She does not even complain about her belly, which has to be horribly painful. 

 Certainly she understands the gravity of the situation. In a rare private moment, 

Deb confides in me that she knew two months ago, when the swelling first started, that 

she was getting worse and would not be recovering. In the time since then she has 

continued her heroic fight, but she has also worked with God and herself on acceptance. 

She is truly not afraid. It is clear now, with her calm amidst all this chaos, that acceptance 

and peace have been earned.  

Debbie has truly followed her cairns, even through the terrifying path of cancer. It 

was probably not the path she thought she would take, and I know she wants more time, 

especially with her boys. But that is not up to her. Deb has always lived from her heart, 

her true heart, and that did not change with cancer. Deb's grace and courage and 

conviction can only come from having truly made her peace. She has traveled through 

her hell, her rock bottoms, she has been lost, and she has found her Zion. I am amazed 

and humbled, truly in awe of her - she is not afraid of death.  

But I keep all this to myself. Others who know and love Deb are not ready for this 

yet. 

   

A new doctor stops in this morning, not looking at us, his face buried in the charts 

that furrow his brow, too. A young guy, probably a bright guy, with a brilliant mind and a 

bright future. The numbers don’t lie. He tells us so, flatly, matter-of-factly. 

“There is nothing more that can be done” he says. “We need to start discussing 

ways to make you more comfortable. You are dying. It might be two days, or two weeks 

or two months, but it is only a matter of time.” 

Is this how they teach you to deliver this kind of news in med school? 

But it is Deb who is the teacher now. 
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Debbie stares at the doctor, her belly bloated but her smile still there, and with the 

utmost calm and conviction, delivers him the real news. 

“That’s okay, because I am alive now, and it’s beautiful.” Debbie’s voice is strong 

and steady. She truly believes this. 

 “Life is beautiful.”   

My mom and I, the only others in the room with Debbie and the doctor, are 

stunned. And blessed. 

The doctor swallows hard. He leaves without any further discussion. 
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DEBBIE DOESN’T SEE the behind the scenes discussions amongst the family 

with the doctors and staff; things are just happening too fast, the news and the numbers 

are incomprehensible to most. The hurt and the anger and the confusion are palpable. We 

have the discussions again, because these are hard issues. The oncologist is blunt and 

curt, direct and to the point, perhaps because he is not Debbie’s normal doctor and hasn’t 

fallen under the spell of her smile, or perhaps because he has studied the charts and the 

numbers and the options and is staring right back at the insurmountable wall that modern 

medicine cannot climb when faced with cancer at this point. But other hospital staff 

exhibit extraordinary patience and caring. I recognize that most do their jobs with love, 

and I am thankful, it is one less burden that we have to bear. 

 Since it is a holiday today, most people go home for the night, including the boys, 

who are well taken care of by my brother- and sister-in-law. Only Deb’s parents and her 

sister Diane and I remain at the hospital. It is clear to Diane and I now that we will need 

to stay at the hospital for as long as Deb is here. 

 It is the Fourth of July. We roll Deb into the family visiting room in a wheelchair, 

her belly huge, her discomfort felt by all of us, but mostly by Deb. She still does not 

complain, but her smile is forced, and it doesn’t appear often now, usurped by the pain. 

We attempt small talk, but it is hollow. 

The normally crowded room is ours tonight, no one else around. The hospital is 

quiet on this holiday also, too quiet, visitors reduced to only those most directly affected 

by their loved ones illnesses, and a skeleton crew. There is a weird silence that fills the 

room. Two walls of the corner room are windows, allowing for a panoramic view, and 

fireworks are exploding all around us, far off on the horizon. But it is like watching a 

battle from the command center, far removed from the carnage. 

Normally this would be a joyous time, celebrating the birth of our nation and 

summer and fun, the thunder rumbling through our bones, the lightning flashes reflected 

in wide open eyes of the boys, sharing ohhhs and ahhhs. But not tonight. There is a 

heaviness in the room, as thick as the fireworks smoke that certainly fills the air outside. 

It is a silent movie, the fireworks are not real tonight. No body-thumping thunder, no 

smell of acrid smoke, no lightning flashes that light up the sky with excitement; just a 

sterile empty hospital room. We watch detached, as if in a bad dream. Deb asks to go 
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back to her room after only a few minutes… 
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 IT IS A BAD NIGHT. Deb is in serious discomfort and pain, drifting in and out 

of consciousness, like the waves of a bad fever. She needs help going to the bathroom 

and is tangled in tubes and IV drips and an ill-fitting hospital gown. Diane and I attend to 

her every need, keeping her as comfortable as we can. There is very little rest for any of 

us. 

 It is agreed that a drain will be installed into Deb’s belly in the morning. And 

when the procedure is done, it does do a world of good, relieving the pressure and the 

discomfort Deb has been feeling the past few days. It relieves pressure on us, too – her 

swollenness was to the point that we cringed to look at her, wondering how she could 

possible bear this encumbrance. The procedure brings her back to her smiling, pretty self, 

even with tubes protruding and the overall situation unchanged. We are able to talk with 

her again without the obvious pain that she tried to hide but that her slight grimace and 

lack of smile gave away. It is a small gift, and allows everyone, mostly Deb, to rest a bit. 

 But we are clearly not out of the woods, and everyone is unsure what to do next. 

A permanent surrealness has settled in, especially for Diane and I, as we have not slept in 

days now. Visitors come and go, and Deb comes and goes too, drifting into and out of 

consciousness, and our reality ebbs and flows between the adrenaline which is keeping us 

on our feet and the bone-tired physical drowsiness that is constantly trying to drag us 

down to unconsciousness. 

 The nights are the worst. Diane and I take hour and a half shifts, trying to grab cat 

naps in the public lounge in between sitting in the uncomfortable chairs next to Deb in 

her too small room. The room is stuffed to the gills with a plethora of medical equipment, 

the bright flowers and gifts having taken a backseat to the seriousness of the situation. In 

the lounge, we can hear the periodic screams of suffering from another, older cancer 

patient. It pierces the normal beeps and blips and alarms of hospital equipment. In full 

consciousness it would create an atmosphere of foreboding, and perhaps the screams 

register somewhere in our foggy brains. But mostly they have been reduced to the 

background noise that lulls us to sleep for 45 minutes at a time.  

 “I don’t even hear the screams anymore” Diane admits, her eyes drooping. 

 But we take care of Deb. We get her to the bathroom when she can, clean her 

messes when she can’t, always keeping her pink coyote hat on her head when she tries to 
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pull it off in her moaning delirium, mindful and respectful of her hard earned pride. We 

sit by her as she weaves in and out of a coma, the cancer and the drugs suspending her 

halfway between life and death. She always knows someone is near, though.   

And in the daylight her extended family and friends take on the same roll. She is 

surrounded at all times by love, and is comforted as best we can, even if her semi-coma 

lends doubt as to whether she knows we are there. 

 It is an honor to take care of Deb, a true honor. I have watched others take care of 

people who are dying, wondering where in God’s name does the strength come from to 

do so? I was just a teenager when I watched my mother take care of my father as he 

struggled with this same evil disease, as the cancer racked his body and robbed him of his 

pride and whittled him down to 80 pounds of bones and bedsores. And I watched Debbie 

nurse our cat Mickey through his last two weeks, tenderly changing blood-stained furry 

bandages and making him as comfortable as possible. 

 Now I understand, I know where the strength comes from. What I didn’t 

understand before is that this strength is a gift, a gift from those who are dying, a gift 

from God, a gift to the caretakers. There is incredible beauty in serving those who can no 

longer help themselves, and this beauty outshines the mess. Diane agrees with this, and 

we talk extensively about this later. It is a lesson that we will both keep close to our 

hearts, and it is a bond that Diane and I will forever share, a tribute to Debbie.  

And bigger gifts are yet to come. For out of this chaos, out of the confusion and 

mess, out of the biohazard and sterility, between the screams and the prayers, in a place 

where all of these things stand side by side one another, in the oncology wing of any 

hospital, somewhere between the cold hard facts of science and the comfort of bedrock 

faith, between biology and spirit, somewhere between life and death - emerges a 

miracle… 
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JUST AFTER SUNRISE I awake from a brief sleep, sticking to the vinyl chair 

next to Debbie. When my eyes adjust and I shake off the exhaustion, I realize she is 

awake and smiling at me.  

 “Hi!” she chirps, with a little wave and that beautiful smile.  

What the...? I am shocked. Where is the coma, where is the delirium?  

Instantly I shake off my own drowsiness. Wow, Deb is back! Adrenaline puts 

every nerve ending on full alert. I hold Debbie’s hand and look deep into her eyes. She is 

there.   

“Hi” I respond, in a hushed tone, with a respect reserved for sacred places.  

We make small talk, but it is quickly replaced by heartfelt conversation. 

“Are you okay?” I ask. 

“I’ve felt better” Deb replies with a big smile, gesturing to her belly. Yep, it’s 

Deb, she still has her sharp wit. 

“Are you afraid?” 

“No” is her flat reply.  

She tells me she knows she is dying. But she is not afraid. I am stunned.  

My memory retreats to the dark places that all couples who have shared 27 years 

have been. Yeah regrets, I have a few. 

“Do you remember that time, when we had that fight in the car?” My lip starts to 

quiver.  

I don’t need to provide any more details, Deb knows what I am talking about. 

“God I wish I could take it back...” 

But before I can even finish the story, Deb squeezes my hand, looks me in the 

eye, and offers forgiveness. I start bringing up another episode, but she squeezes my hand 

again and stops me. I am forgiven for all my shortcomings.  

“It doesn’t matter now” she says. I am stunned again. 

“But did I love you enough?” I cry, this time the tears no longer held in check. 

Her journey will be cut short, way too short. It is not fair, it wasn’t supposed to 

end this early, and had we known, would we have done things different? Could I have 

loved her more? Could we have loved each other more? 

Deb stops me, tears streaming down my face, but hers still calm and peaceful and 
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smiling. 

“Do you remember when Jake was born?” Debbie asks. Of course I do. Debbie 

tells me that having the boys was the best experience of her life. She loved being a mom. 

It was her calling, her true path. 

We reminisce, about all the good times, from when we first met, through all the 

dreams we did make come true, to all drunken escapades we shared. Deb lets out a snort, 

the true mark of her genuine laughter.  

Of course I remember, too, and we laugh together, like old times. The best of 

times.  

The laughter subsides; it hurts Deb to laugh. But the smiles remain. We stare deep 

into each other’s eyes, still holding hands. No words are necessary anymore. Regrets are 

replaced by real, true forgiveness; our sins and shortcomings, whether real or imagined, 

are eclipsed by the real, true love we shared. Maybe we didn’t share it all the time, but we 

certainly did share it. Maybe we weren’t the perfect couple, maybe we didn’t have the 

perfect marriage, but this was our path. No one could could have traveled it but us, and 

we had plenty of good times, memories, and love.  

The tears are just tracks now, and at least for the moment, the terror of these last 

few days is replaced by a comfort, and peace, a genuine, genuine peace… 

 

I know enough from my research and reading about death and dying to know 

what is happening here, and I know that this gift of Deb’s awakening is not just for me. I 

practically run through the hospital to find Diane, whisking her hurriedly into Deb’s 

room, leaving just as quick, shutting the door behind me. And I am working the cell 

phone frantically, getting people up here. 

 It is amazing, in hindsight, how everyone Deb wanted and needed to see was on 

their way already. Her sons, her mom and dad, both of her brothers, my mom and sisters, 

and they all arrive staggered and in perfect order, as if being guided by the Grand 

Organizer. Everyone gets 20 or 30 minutes with Debbie; what gifts or goodbyes she gives 

them, what gifts they give her, are I am sure forever etched in each others hearts, just like 

mine. But the way this morning played out, the perfectness and the organization and the 

heartfelt gifts of peace and the love that happened in Room 6523 at Forbes Hospital in 
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Monroeville PA – it can only be a miracle. 

  

I have read extensively of these awakenings, from a scientific and medical 

perspective, and from a spiritual perspective. They are not uncommon; in fact Elisabeth 

Kubler-Ross estimates that around 50% of the dying patients she has spent her life 

studying experience them. We can measure increases in brain waves, in areas of the brain 

associated with beliefs and emotions, and there are changes in body mass and a 

rejuvenation that “normal” disease progress doesn’t allow. Kubler-Ross cannot explain it 

any better than science, but she, a scientist and a spiritualist, is 100% sure that they are 

gifts from the dying, to the living, a comfort to those left behind. 

 Perhaps these souls have straddled the divide between death and eternal life, and 

know the comfort that awaits them – that explains their calm and serenity. Yet they 

continue to want to comfort those that they love. They are hesitant to leave those that 

they will always love, those who will be left behind temporarily, even though they know 

where they are going is better. So they muster up a reserve of spiritual strength that 

science cannot explain, to say goodbye, and to offer whatever gifts their recipients are 

willing to receive. 

 And so Debbie blesses us all one last time… 
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 DEB’S AWAKENING LASTS only a few hours. Soon she is tired and falls back 

into a semi-comatic sleep again, and the fire in her eyes from the morning does not 

return. She does not get any better, but those of us around her have changed - we are 

calmer, and even a bit refreshed. But there is still so much work to do. 

 It is agreed that Debbie will be released into hospice care and taken home. This is 

what she wants, we all know it now; she has told us. But as with anything involving 

hospital bureaucracy, it is a maze of confusion and phone calls and organizing that is 

herculean. We are all on full alert now, and all the family members are around, and we 

are working as a team. 

 Getting Deb home is tough, and it hurts to see her carried into her house in such a 

frail condition by the beefy ambulance driver. Of course Deb tries to make light of the 

situation, but the loss of strength is now a permanent feature that she has to consciously 

fight. When she does drift off to sleep there is an uncharacteristic frown of exhaustion. 

 The confusion of being left alone at home, of caring for a dying loved one, 

without any professional help until the morning, sets off a panic. We have been given 

cryptic instructions for administering what seems like a thousand types of medications, 

all the way up to morphine, and we are unfamiliar with the oxygen machine and the 

hospital bed and the portable toilet and all the indicators that need monitored. 

 It is a MASH unit right after a battle at 210 Gibralter Drive, but we are here out of 

love for a spouse, a sister, a daughter, a friend, and once again love rises out of the chaos. 

Everyone’s strengths are utilized; and a curtain goes up between the family room and the 

dining room for privacy, and computers are fired up and spreadsheets emerge to chart the 

medications. The internet is humming on cell phones as we track which drug is which 

and when it should be administered. Who can run to the store for more Ensure and pick 

up a pizza on the way, will you, and can someone make sure the boys are okay, I haven’t 

seen them all day? And oh my god just a couple of hours ago we were all a mess but the 

Great Organizer has shown up again, and after many frantic phone calls to very patient 

medical providers, there descends a sort of equilibrium over the Walko household as the 

last of the day’s light filters into night. Enough organization that I am able to lie in a bed 

sometime after midnight, for the first time in a week, knowing that Debbie’s family is 

gathered close to her for the night. We all get some very fitful but so needed rest, 
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however brief, sleeping on leaky air mattresses and uncomfortable sofas or the too thin 

carpet. 

 In the morning the situation is not good. Deb takes only a few sips of Ensure, and 

has not urinated in over a day. I know from the hospice folks what this means, and call 

them out first thing. Indeed, the hospice worker confirms that the situation is dire, and we 

are instructed to start the morphine and keep it up as needed. Two hours, two days, two 

weeks – the timetable of passing will forever be a mystery. Once again we are left to 

ourselves. 

 Later in the morning it is obvious that Debbie is entering the final stages of dying. 

Every breath is labored and uneven; she is not responsive. We struggle with when and 

whether to give her more morphine. Everyone who needs to be here is summoned. And 

just like a few days before, when Debbie called everyone to say her last goodbyes, we are 

all gathered around her bedside. 

 Debbie’s hospital bed is in the middle of our living room, so there is room for 

everyone to circle her. The room is bathed in light, from the two sunlights in the ceiling 

and the big sliding glass door that leads out to the deck, from the designer window that 

looks out over the woods and is flooded in green. White butterflies flit through the green. 

It is peaceful. 

 We are all together, Deb’s entire family, my entire family, but we also experience 

this separately. Everyone reacts to this in their own way, the culminations of years of 

experiences and beliefs and their own paths that are as different as fingerprints. Some 

pray traditional prayers passed down for generations; others sit in silent reflection and 

personal prayer. Some keep busy checking on the kids and taking care of everyone’s 

physical needs, which don’t abate even in these dire times. Some weep openly, others in 

silence. 

 But we share many things in common too. We all want to hold onto Debbie, and 

the jockeying for position has reached a lineup that allows everyone access to touch her. 

Debbie's mouth is now open and her eyes are partially rolled back into her head, and 

there is a quiet fear that has joined us, too. We don’t know when death actually occurs. 

 

 This is not my first experience with the moment of departure. I am transported 
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back to an early May evening over thirty years ago. I am fifteen, and I have a feeling that 

I should not go to bed tonight, despite it being a school night. Mom is okay with this for 

some reason. I go and sit next to my dying father, and I watch his breaths coming longer, 

and irregularly, in fits, just like Debbie's breathes are coming now. I hold onto dad's hand, 

and I watch until his breathes quit coming. I watch until he visibly sinks into the same 

hospital bed, in the same room with a sunlight and a big sliding glass door leading to a 

big green beautiful yard, the yard that dad created with his own hands and his energy and 

love, a yard where the white butterflies flit in the daylight. I watch what is left of his 

cancer riddled body finally release him. Peace at last. 
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 AND NOW I AM FACED with the hardest part of the inevitable – do I bring the 

boys out to be with the mother as she passes, or not? It is a horrible dilemma, it is true 

torture. I am so glad that I was with my father when he passed, but I was older. I don’t 

know how this will affect a nine-year-old and a twelve-year-old.   

 I am kneeling next to the bed, holding Deb’s hand, asking her what to do one last 

time. She doesn’t answer. 

I look around at the worried faces who are gathered around Debbie.  

“What should I do?”, I plead. 

“Please, what do I do?” I ask, staring at each face, one at a time. One at a time, 

their eyes divert down. No one will look at me. 

“Goddammit, what should I do? Should I bring the boys out here while their 

mother dies, or not?” Now I am getting angry. 

 But no one can help me. There are no right answers. I realize I must make this 

decision on my own. It’s not fair, it’s too heavy a burden to bear alone. It will be the first 

of many difficult decisions I will have to make on my own. 

 

 I decide to talk honestly with Jake, because he is older. I tell him his mom is 

dying. Would he like to be there while she passes, or at least come and say goodbye? 

Jake opts for the later, and kneels by his mom and says a prayer and tells her goodbye 

like he is telling her good night. All of our hearts break. 

 Trevor is different; he is younger, he is more sensitive, he carries on Debbie’s 

gentleness and her big heart. I truly do not know what to do with him. I pray silently 

outside his door for a sign, for guidance. And when I enter his room he is asleep. I decide 

this is a sign that he should not be there when mom leaves. But I carry him out to see 

mom one last time, and again we say a prayer and he gives her one last kiss, and the 

scabs and scars of the heartbreak of just a few minutes ago when Jake said goodbye are 

torn open again in fresh agony. It is the hardest pain I have ever experienced... 

 

 And now there is a long period where nothing happens. Deb enters into a quiet 

period of suspension between life and death. Nobody has any idea how long it will last or 

what we should do. So we continue our vigil, waiting for signs. 
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 And then Deb’s parish priest arrives. His simple entrance breaks the pall, and his 

authority on these matters lifts everyone. He is serious but not somber, his true faith that 

this is okay comforting to all. Especially to Debbie. Last rites, given before, are given 

again, and we all join in prayers of the sacrament. There is a sense that Debbie has been 

waiting for this.   

 But Father Joe knows that those gathered around are in need too. His spirit is 

light, almost jovial – not what I expected. After the sacrament, he even makes jokes, 

lightening the mood, trying to make everyone feel better, trying to make everyone 

happier. Just like Debbie would have done. Just the escort she was waiting for. 

 Debbie passes five minutes after Father Joe leaves… 

  

 I do not remember what I felt right then; I do not remember what went through 

my mind, what I felt in my heart. It is like a dream again, and I am in a tunnel, and reality 

is at one end of that tunnel and the unknown at the other. I am pulled in both directions at 

once, caught in the middle, suspended in a state of disbelief. I can hear crying and wails, 

and I think I am even making some of those sounds. But it is a scream that makes no 

sound. 

 I don’t know how much time passes - a minute, five minutes, an hour? - before I 

am pulled from the tunnel into reality. From my knees, at Debbie’s bedside, I ask 

everyone for some privacy, for one last moment alone with my wife. 

 And the tears are unstoppable. 

 And my wails fill the house. 

 And the screams fill the space in everyone’s tunnel. 

 And it echoes out into the yard and into the trees and the green, where the white 

butterflies fly. 

 And I hold her one last time, and I sit with her until the wails stop, until the tears 

are no more, until I have to let go… 
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 THAT EVENING, AFTER Deb passes, there is a spectacular sunset, and a cool 

breeze sweeps away the oppressive summer humidity that had added to the pressure of 

this long hard week. A line of strong thunderstorms rushed through earlier, while Deb 

was dying, though we barely noticed. In its wake is a 15 degree temperature drop and a 

refreshingness that is palpable. 

I find my sister and Trevor that evening in my prayer grotto, a special place in my 

wooded yard that I have built and set aside for meditation and contemplation. Aunt Sarah 

and Trevor are building a simple memorial to Mom when I join them. Candles, a 

necklace, stones from the yard, leaves, a light bulb, a pine cone from a family vacation to 

the Sierras, flowers and rocks all adorn the “prayer log.” 

 “What are you making Trevor?” I ask. 

 Trevor starts to tell me about each piece. 

 “Well, on earth there were more leaves than in heaven”, he explains, pointing to 

the leaves he has carefully selected. 

“That means that parts of Mom live on in earth.”  

He moves on to the flowers.  

“There is this purple flower for heaven.”  He holds the flower up to me.  

“That is Mom.” 

“And three yellow flowers” he continues. “That is us, which means mom is 

watching over us. The light bulb is how smart mom was, and bright and happy. The 

necklace meant that she had a lot of love. The candles meant that she was smart and 

intelligent. The big pine cone meant how big and strong she was, and she could Fight 

Like a Girl. The stones in front meant that your body can’t go from earth to heaven, but 

your spirit can. The big candle in the middle meant how strong us and mom are. And the 

heart rock divides heaven and earth; that means that love is between heaven and earth.” 

 The tears are streaming down my cheeks long before Trevor finishes. He has 

obviously put a lot of thought and effort into his memorial. How lucky I am to have such 

a beautiful, sensitive, and wise beyond his years son like Trevor! 

 “Thank you, Trevor”, I cry.  

“I love you,” I say, holding him tight, “and your mom certainly does, too.” 
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Trevor’s wisdom may have been meant more for me, and I can’t help but feel he 

knows this. Trevor is special, he is sensitive to what other people feel, just like his Mom. 

I am terrified to be raising two boys on my own now. How can I possibly do what two 

used to do, especially when one was such a good mom? How will I be a mom, too? How 

will I get through? But Trevor’s display actual gives me a bit of confidence that they are 

stronger than I give them credit.  

After Trevor explains his memorial in the grotto, we linger a bit longer in the 

woods surrounding the house, enjoying the cool evening, the gentle breeze, and the 

evening stars. When we wander back up to the house, Jake has the entire steps and 

walkway up to the door aglow with candles, like luminaries at Christmas time. It is 

breathtaking, beautiful. He did it on his own. 

Jake is showing me his resilience tonight, too. I need this. I love the tributes to 

Mom’s light and love and spirit the boys express, which we all certainly feel tonight. 

Jake will continue to do his candlelight ritual every night, on his own, for the first 

month or so. After getting the kids to bed, as I’m shutting off the lights and locking the 

doors, the kids safely tucked in, a big smile comes across my face, even if it is a 

bittersweet smile. Outside on the front porch, through the front door sidelight, I can see 

the light from three tea light candles, warding off the darkness. Twelve year-old Jake 

faithfully lights the candles, one for him, one for Trevor and one for me, as he spends a 

little time alone, talking to Mom about his day, what he’s feeling, or just sitting in silent 

contemplation. Mom is still with us.  

 

 Later on the night Deb died, well after dark, I sit alone on the bench that Deb and 

I made, in the yard that I have molded to my dad’s channeled landscaping plans, looking 

at the house that Deb and I made into a home. Most of the friends and relatives are gone. 

With them, most of the day’s confusion is gone, too, to my relief. I need some time alone. 

I will not be able to sleep tonight, I know that, despite the exhaustion. I need the time to 

reflect. 

 This week has been an emotional rollercoaster. But as I sit on the bench in the 

dark, I realize that all of the emotions that we carry through the process of dying teach us 

something. The cool breeze lifts up my spirit and carries me along with it. I know, 
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certainly, that this loss will hurt, it will hurt bad, and it will affect me forever and in ways 

that I cannot even begin to fathom. I know this will haunt me and my boys for the 

remainder of our days, and I know that so many special people, people that are so close to 

me and meant so much to Deb, I know they are hurting in ways that only they 

understand. 

 But there is a calm tonight, a calm that I cannot explain and that I certainly did not 

expect. Perhaps it is because I am emotionally spent, spiritually carried through an 

adventure of epic proportions. I am tired, exhausted, and completely hollow. I have 

nothing left. 

 Right now, though, at this moment, I do not need anything. I think of what I have 

heard and experienced in the Zion desert. I think of the vision that Bill Bauman shared 

about death, how it is not to be feared, and that those that go through it are not afraid or 

alone. I think of the peace and calm that filled me, listening to this vision, sharing it with 

Jaimie on top of Angel's Landing. I think of the calm and knowing of Father Joe, of the 

faith of Debbie’s parents. And I think of Debbie herself; certainly I witnessed the 

confirmation of all of these things this past week with her. It is good, it brings me 

comfort.  

Debbie is free now, free from her pain and bodily restrictions, her soul finally 

uncaged. I imagine how fully she will sing now! Acknowledgment of this comes from the 

wind that flows through the cherry trees now, from the spirit that whisks away my 

sadness. For at least this moment, all is okay. 

 I hope I can hold onto enough of this peace to get through what is coming up... 
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IN AMERICAN CULTURE, after someone dies, there is an incredible 

dissension of chaos that is bestowed upon those who grieve. It is all well-intended and 

probably necessary, but it creates a din, as friends and relatives, medical supply delivery 

persons and coroners, funeral home personnel and pizza deliveries all invade the house. 

The phone rings constantly, everyone vies for attention, trying to lend comfort to the 

most aggrieved, trying to come to grips with their own loss and incredulity.  

The result, for me, is entrance into a dreamlike state, a bad dream, too, where I 

retreat further and further from the reality swirling around me, falling back deeper into 

my psyche, trying desperately to find a place in my mind that still makes sense. Above 

all, I just want to be left alone to grieve. My brief alone time that first night is not enough. 

 Out of this necessary chaos I find my boys, and we huddle together in my 

darkened bedroom. The blinds are shut, the door is locked, and we just hold on to each 

other; and we cry. When we are done crying, we order food, and we eat our sugary donut 

comfort food on the floor, just the three of us. A sense of calm emerges, like being in the 

eye of a hurricane. 

 Of course we can’t stay locked in the room forever, despite wanting to. The din 

has died down and the crowd has thinned, but I still keep my boys close, not really 

knowing what to do or say, but just feeling the need to be near them. Jake asks for some 

alone time and goes into his room. T and I can hear him softly crying, but he emerges a 

bit later the better for it, and we share his feelings and tears. 

 Trevor, forever looking up to his big brother, asks if he can spend some time 

alone, too, and he closes my bedroom door as we leave. I try not to go in, but the sound 

of his crying is almost unbearable. I burst in only to have my heart truly broken – my 

sweet little T, only nine years old for god’s sake, is on his knees, crying, clutching his 

Mom’s purse, and her pink coyote hat. 

 Mom lost her hair four times through her various chemo treatments, and struggled 

to find a wig or ball cap with a ponytail that she was comfortable wearing in public. 

Eventually she found her blonde bob wig that became her trademark, and made her 

appear even more sunny. But around the house she mostly wore her pretty pink coyote 

hat that we picked up in Joshua Tree. Mom in her pink hat was as comfortable to all of us 

as a pair of old slippers. It became a part of mom. 
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 Trevor now clutches her pink hat in his tiny fingers. I wrap him in my arms and 

hold him close. Our wails bring Jake, who joins our embrace, and together we let loose 

the belly ache cries that we need. When we are done, Mom’s hat is still there, wet with 

tears. We all take turns holding it. It still holds Mom’s smell, which is calming, 

comforting, to all of us. 

 Little T has led us to a gift. The next day I grip Mom’s hat at the podium while I 

deliver her eulogy, and Deb’s strength helps me through it. That night, Trevor sleeps next 

to me, one arm hugging care bear, the stuffed animal I got Deb on our first date that 

Trevor has usurped, the other Mom’s hat. We make it through the night okay.  

Since then, we all take turns keeping Mom’s hat with us, to help get us through 

the night, or for strength when we have a difficult task ahead, or when one of us is just 

feeling lonely. It’s a piece, just a little piece, of Mom that we can still hold onto, a real, 

tangible cairn. 
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Part IV – Arcs and Electricity 
 

 

 

 

 

“Furthermore, we have not even to risk the adventure alone; we have only to follow the 

thread of the hero-path. And where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay 

ourselves; where we had thought to travel outward, we shall come to the center of our 

own existence; where we thought we had to be alone, we shall be with all the world.” – 

Joseph Campbell 
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IT IS ANOTHER HAZY, hot, humid afternoon. Thunderstorms threaten. I have 

a million things to do, but I find myself instead in my prayer grotto. 

I have chosen to keep the cairn necklace with me. It is now around my neck. My 

fingers fondle it, feel the shape of the stacked rocks carved into the steel, feel it’s charred 

power. Debbie wore the necklace from the time I gave it to her last Christmas, up until 

she died. I loved seeing her wear it. She said it gave her strength, and she genuinely 

appreciated the story behind the necklace.  

I am beginning to understand that the story itself is more important than the 

necklace. “Millions survive without love or a home, almost none survive silence,” says 

Reynolds Price. “The need to tell ours stories is essential to the human species – second 

in necessity after nourishment and before love and shelter.” Stories are what make us 

human. Stories are what give our lives meaning. 

It is not the cairn necklace that possesses the magic; it is the story that holds the 

alchemy. Debbie believed in my story, she appreciated what it meant to me. The necklace 

merely represents the promise of the story.  

Debbie also kept a Miraculous Medal necklace around her neck at all times, too. 

Her parents shared the Medal with her. It was blessed with holy water, and more 

importantly, was steeped in the mystique and hope and stories of her faith. These stories  

were important to her, were personal to her, are still important to her parents. They gave 

Deb strength and faith and hope. 

Does it matter if these stories are true? None of the symbols or artifacts, prayers 

or stories, changed the outcome of Deb's disease, but perhaps they changed her 

acceptance of it. Perhaps they gave her cut-too-short life more meaning, as reflected in 

the grace and courage and dignity with which she faced her earthly demise.  

Certainly Debbie shared in her parents' faith. She attended church most of the 

time because she wanted to, and she had a close personal relationship with her Catholic 

God. But she also made the time to find her God, too.  

Debbie also kept with her a guardian angel medallion. Deb made a pilgrimage 

too, three months before she died. She traveled to the high desert plains of New Mexico, 

and she visited the old sacred places out there with one of her best friends. They prayed at 

the Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi, bought hot peppers at the Santa Fe plaza, 
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where diverse cultures and religions mingle harmoniously, contemplated “the dawn of the 

world” traveling through the Sacred Mountains on the way to Taos, and impressed her 

toes in the holy dirt of Santuario de Chimayo, the “Lourdes of America.” 

One night while on this pilgrimage in New Mexico, an angel came and visited 

her, sat beside her on her bed in her hotel room. She told Deb what was to come, that she 

would be leaving this planet shortly. She also told her all would be okay. Debbie believed 

her angel, she came to accept her message, because the angel’s peace was real; she could 

feel it. Deb brought back her angel medallion from New Mexico, blessed by her travels 

and experiences there. It was her cairn, a reminder of the angel’s promise. She reminded 

me of this story during her awakening, when I asked her why she wasn’t afraid.  

 

But Debbie also found her life’s meaning in the energy and light she shared with 

friends and family, in the glory and goodness that she found in being homeroom mom, in 

ironing her boys' shirts, and in making fantastic homemade dinners every night for us. 

She found faith in the God she shared with her family in their traditional ceremonies, in 

the angel she found on the high desert plains, and in the peace she felt in the sacred, 

ordinary times. That glory certainly eludes most of us, especially me, as I rush through 

daily life seeing only blinders and deadlines, too busy to slow down and pay attention to 

my own symbols, to see my own cairns.   

Debbie didn't share all of her parents' beliefs, she didn’t share all of my beliefs, 

but she loved that we believed in our faith, that we shared our stories and beliefs, and that 

it brought us strength and meaning. This gave her great comfort. She recognized the 

power that comes from the story, no matter the source. Does it matter if we carry with us 

the Cross, the leaves of the Bodhi tree, or cairns from personal offerings in the desert? 

No. What matters is the story. Life is better with stories. They get us through the hard 

times.  

Debbie understood this. These stories, these varied, often contradictory beliefs, 

they all co-existed right beside one another in Debbie, the burnt cairn right next to 

Immaculate Conception and the Guardian Angel, in perfect friendship around her neck. 

Dogmatic battle lines are blurred into One when someone has a terminal disease, when 

one realizes that arguing over who is right takes away from living. She accepted 



 180 

everyone's story and beliefs, and she kept close the ones that rang most true for her. 

It doesn't matter if my cairn story is “right”, it only matters that I have something 

to believe in, something to guide me. Debbie knew I would have incredible challenges 

ahead of me once she was gone, and she knew this story was important to me. She knew I 

would need something to guide me, to keep me going. That is why she wore my cairn 

necklace. It is why I wear it now. It gives me strength, guidance, and hope, the qualities 

Deb always provided to me. It gives me comfort. It reminds me of my stories. 

She knew her parents would have to deal with the permanent hurt of the loss of a 

first child, an irreplaceable part of their own hearts forever missing. That's why she 

believed in the Miraculous Medal. Not as a cure for her, but as guideposts for her parents, 

for something to get them through when she was gone and unable to help. They now keep 

her Miraculous Medal. 

That is why she kept her Guardian Angel medallion close, a reminder of her story, 

of the promise of her angel. Her angel medallion is still with her... 

 

 

The dark, threatening clouds close it, spewing rain. I remain in the grotto, on my 

knees. The heart rock remains in the grotto, too. Sarah brought the beautiful rock with her 

from New York. It is perfectly heart-shaped, colored red and the size of a human heart. It 

glistens in the afternoon rains, and it still anchors the prayer log, straddling that 

mysterious space between what is physical and what is spiritual, the liaison between 

heaven and earth, body and spirit, as Trevor pointed out to us. The heart, long a symbol 

of love; love, the emotion that makes us human, that transcends all of us, that transcends 

even death. 

 I hold the rock and let the tears flow, mingling with the rain, remembering 

Debbie’s heart. I pray she will help heal our hearts. I tell myself it is a cairn, a sign that 

we will be okay.  

 

I have my symbols, I have my stories. Will it be enough?  
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             MY FAITH IS BEING tested; death will do that. My wife's passing has left two 

children without a mom, a husband without a partner and best friend, a household with 

befuddled boys at the helm, and a huge void filled with sorrow and loss. I know it is time 

to start working through and recognizing these issues and feelings and emotions, both as 

a salve for my spirit, and as an example to my children. But I don’t know how…I don’t 

know how to grieve. 

The brief peace of my prayer grotto vanishes as quickly as the wind itself, and the 

reality of what has happened sets in with the force of a neutron bomb. The house and 

yard and playhouse are exactly as they were yesterday, but the people closest to Deb are 

devastated by the explosion. Especially me. 

 For the first few weeks after my wife’s death, I do what most needs done, taking 

care of the house as best I can, keeping the bill collectors at bay, trying to instill in my 

sons some confidence that dad can take care of them.   

But it is hard.  

It is numb and lonely.  

And it hurts, all the time. 

  

The emotions of grief are baffling. It is a battle that swings wildly between hope 

and despair. I can do this. No I can’t.  

 

There is no love in my life anymore.   

 There is a thick fog that clouds everything. 

I have been abandoned. 

 

I realize soon that I can’t do this on my own. I need some allies.  

 

Ironically, one of my biggest allies turns out to be something I would have never 

considered a gift at the time... 
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AMIDST THE DEATH AND destruction, amidst the chaos, amidst wrenching 

changes to my life - there is still no drink. I honored my pledge to not drink while in 

rehab, despite the extra pressure it caused, despite the pain of withdrawal piled upon all 

the other pain in my life at the time, and I made it the full 90 days with only one slip.  

But even after “graduating” rehab (and we do get a certificate, though I doubt I 

will frame and hang it next to my degrees in the study), when I am free to drink, no 

longer monitored and urine sampled, I decide to continue avoiding alcohol completely. It 

feels right, in my heart. 

I am one-hundred percent sober through Deb's last week, through her passing, 

through the shock of picking out caskets and vaults and writing obituaries and delivering 

eulogies, and through her funeral and wake. Most others are drowning in drinks and 

offering them to me constantly. I resist.  

It is not easy to not drink. The lowest point is the day of Deb’s funeral. I cannot 

drive myself to the funeral, I cannot drive my boys. I have surrendered my license for 30 

days, just nine days prior, part of my agreed to sentence. I have to ask for a ride, despite 

wanting to hide my shame. It is humiliating, degrading. It is a reminder of all my demons 

and faults, right when I am at my weakest, most alone, right when I am most sure I will 

never be able to do this. 

But I do make it through the funeral, and through the first couple of weeks, 

completely sober. After the first few weeks, everyone slowly abandones us and goes back 

to their normal lives. I know it will become harder to resist the more I am left alone. But 

through the hardest days, sobriety reigned. 

Later, when looking back, I recognize what a gift it was to live through those 

incredible days and weeks stone cold sober, staring my raw emotions straight in the eye, 

feeling all the pain and twisting emotions and incredible lows - feeling them fully. There 

was no buzz to take off the edge, no crutch to lean on, no way out, only through. I did it 

on my own, with whatever resources and tools presented themselves. It gives me a little 

confidence, a little more strength in myself, like my Escalante journey did. I add it to my 

toolbox.  

More help is needed, though, grief is not easy. 
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I USED TO LOVE the simple pleasure of sitting in my backyard in the evening, 

at sunset, when the sun’s rays are diffused softly through the green leaves of summer. 

Birds and trilling insects provide the soundtrack, and it is a peaceful, contemplative time, 

time for being alone with my thoughts and prayers, or time for just being. 

Those times have been few and far between lately for me, despite having so much 

to reflect on in my life. It seems the universe has busted me wide open with the events of 

the past year. But with the gift of sobriety, I recognize that I need to learn how to grieve. 

No, I won’t be given the time to do this, I will have to make the time for it, because it is 

important. It’s time to start working through and recognizing these issues and feelings 

and emotions both for myself, and for my children.  

I enroll all of us in the Caring Place, a wonderful support group run by 

professionals that helps families deal with loss. We will be able to share with other 

families who have lost a mother or father, the kids learning to deal with their grief 

amongst their peers, me doing the same. It is a wonderful program, and I am sure it will 

help us tremendously. 

I also know from my path, from Zion, that times of upheaval present fertile 

ground for healing and spiritual growth, too. But growth needs nurturing and community. 

So I find a bereavement group for young widows and widowers, run through the local 

hospital and the hospice group that helped us through Debbie’s last few days. I am sure 

this will pay dividends going forward. I will start next month. 

In the meantime, I also start a blog. 

 

I don’t know why I start blogging, having never done so before. Something inside 

me tells me to do it – and I listen. I have a million other things to do, but I put them aside, 

teach myself how to set up the site and upload pictures, and I then start writing. Because 

a voice I have rarely listened to says it is important.   

The words and emotions come pouring out, in beautiful prose and heartfelt 

feelings, expressing feelings that I never had the courage to express before. I don't know 

where the words are coming from, I only know it is the same place that the words came 

from for my wife's eulogy. I have never been a writer, save for some articles in a local 

nature rag, and my adventure journals. But when an idea pops into my head, it has to be 
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heard. I quickly find the perfect picture and quote to accompany what I want to say, and 

then I sit down at the computer and the words would just flow like a river.    

From where? Where are these ideas and thoughts coming from? How did I just 

write that? To this day I cannot answer these questions, and I don't know why I chose to 

listen to my inner voice this time, when I have spent a lifetime ignoring it, or trying to 

drown it out. Perhaps for the first time in my life, I am hollowed out enough, my mind 

numb enough, my heart aching enough, and my soul exposed and raw enough – that my 

inner voice can finally be heard.  

Or maybe I simply have nothing else to lose. I am so lonely, feeling so vulnerable 

and solitary, like a sole survivor after a savage battle, twisting in the wind, abandoned, 

unable to see anything through the fog of war. I so just want to share, to know I am not 

alone. Certainly the electronic sharing is cathartic, and people from right here in my 

extended family and local community and from around the world reach out.  

It’s interesting how different cultures handle these issues. The Jewish shiva is a 

week long period of official mourning, and mourners do not attend weddings, bar/bat-

mitzvahs or other events that include music for up to thirty days after the burial. 

Additionally, the children of the deceased do not attend these events or cut their hair for 

up to twelve months following the death of a parent. In Chinese culture, after the funeral 

is over, the period of mourning by the family continues for another one hundred days. A 

piece of colored cloth is worn on the sleeve of each of the family members for one 

hundred days to signify mourning; black is worn by the deceased’s children, blue by the 

grandchildren and green by the great grandchildren. More traditional families will wear 

the pieces of cloth for up to three years. 

But in American culture, mourning periods are much shorter, with the bereaved 

expected to return to their daily lives far too soon. Work allowed me only three days off, 

despite the funeral being on the fourth day. And in those four days I had to pick out a 

casket and vault and funeral home, decide on a cemetery and find a burial plot, order 

flowers, write a eulogy, and stand in a receiving line for two days at the wake, balancing 

the good intentions of a plethora of well-wishers with pure exhaustion. Sleep wasn’t even 

an option during this brief time, let alone processing real mourning. 

But now these thoughts, these feelings, the unpredictable emotional mood swings 
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of grief, running the gamut from anger to depression to confusion to the body-numbing 

hurt - often all on the same day – well, now they flow free on my blog.  

Loss and grief is truly universal. Most of us will experience loss in our lives, 

whether through death or divorce or the loss of a cherished possession, or the 

disappointment of not getting what we think we want. It helps hearing other people's tales 

and stories, and it certainly helps sharing my own. It nurtures real healing, and 

encourages me, day by day, to carry on, to let the emotions flow, to grieve openly, and to 

let myself be healed.  

I am encouraged by the stories of those who have survived worse, who made it 

through their pain and grief, and are living again. I follow their cairns; it’s all I’ve got 

now. Perhaps I will survive, too. But I dare not even let myself entertain the thought of 

living again well again; there are just too many bombshells going off daily... 
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MY LIFE NOW REMINDS me of a Nationwide car insurance ad campaign 

from a few years ago. “Life Comes At You Fast” was the theme. Guy is driving down the 

street, when out of nowhere a wrecking ball smashes his car. Life changes fast, I certainly 

get that now. I certainly wasn’t prepared for all the wrecking balls that surround death. A 

big one hit me a month and a half after Deb's passing – back to school. 

I knew it was coming, and certainly I prepared as best I could for it. But getting 

supplies and backpacks packed and haircuts and figuring out schedules and who will get 

the kids after school and get them to baseball and football practice and what happens if 

it’s raining and oh my god what the hell will I do if and when the kids get sick while I am 

far away at work - proved a lot more daunting than I imagined. 

All of this is new to me – my stay at home wife did all of this. I just went to work 

and paid for it. It has probably been five years since I have gone family grocery shopping, 

not just to pick up milk and diapers. It’s probably been nine years since I paid a 

household bill, when Deb retired to raise the kids. It’s probably been more than a decade 

since I have done a load of laundry; I’m not even sure how to run the washing machine. 

And I have never gotten the kids up and ready for school on my own. I was almost 

always long gone and out the door before they were even up. 

So in the weeks after my wife's death I have to work hard to catch up. I thought I 

had a decent handle on all of this, but I really only had a working dads handle on it, not a 

primary caregiver’s perspective - someone who dots the i’s and crosses the t’s and 

actually makes things happen. But luckily there is an an army of angels looking out for 

me, steering most of the wrecking balls clear, for now.   

A flurry of phone calls and texts descend over the weekend before school starts, 

to get me on track for things that always just magically happened in the past – money on 

the kids lunch accounts, understanding the new elementary school’s 5-day schedule (6-

day schedule at the junior high – or is that the other way around?), getting those gym 

shorts and calculators we got last spring ready to bring to school, and even knowing what 

time I actually have to have them there (7:45 at the junior high, 8:20 for the elementary.)  

I think I’m in good hands on back to school.   

But all this logical preparation can’t stop all the emotional wrecking balls of the 

first day of school.   
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Emergency contact forms need filled out, and of course I waited until the morning 

to do so. The boy’s cards do get tucked into their crisp new folders, but they are bubbled 

with tear stains. This is a major bombshell, crossing off Debbie’s name and writing 

“Deceased” on the line. Wham! I am caught off-guard. My shaky ink handwriting is 

smeared like mascara after a good cry, barely legible. 

I also find a handwritten note from Deb while stuffing Jake’s backpack, just a 

simple yellow post-it note saying she loves him. Double Whammy! Another lightning 

bolt through the heart. I try to hide my tears from the boys, but I am sure they see. 

 

I wonder how the boys feel. What is going through their heads? Are they afraid 

everyone is whispering about them because “his mom died”, a completely normal thing 

for kids to talk about but the last thing a grade schooler wants to hear? What happens on 

Muffins with Mom day? What will they feel when everyone else is making Mother’s Day 

cards? And where is Mom’s smiling, comforting face, like a lighthouse in the stormy sea 

of the after school pick-up madness, after they’ve had a bad day? 

All I can do is my best. I’m sure my little guy’s lunch won’t be as good, but 

there’s a special treat right there under the three tiny carrots in Trevor’s lunch (at least 

two of which will probably come home with him.) Some tic-tacs are placed in their 

packs, too, a special little something, maybe just a bit like what mom would have done. 

But I am sure not as good. I can never be as good as Mom. 

 

On the first day of school I release them out of my care for the first time since 

Debbie died, and into the stream of friends and new classes and new faces, and all the 

challenges of growing up. I don’t envy them, growing up is hard. I can only hope and 

pray I’ve equipped them the best I can to navigate their own wrecking balls today, 

especially the emotional ones. It feels overwhelming, and my steps are heavy as I walk 

them to school. 

But Deb's angels are everywhere this morning. The boys’ teachers and 

administrators all know of the situation and have sincerely pledge their help and 

understanding, and I know they will keep their watchful, expert eyes on them. T’s 

friend’s parents help me find his room after he ditches me like a hot potato as soon as he 
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spots his best friend. The boy’s friends will certainly provide a level of comfort and 

normalcy to them that I simply cannot. 

It is these limits to what I can do that drain me on the walk home, and the day 

feels dark. I want too much to be there to take care of them when they need it – but I 

know that I won’t always be there, that I will be at work and they will be coming home 

with someone other than mom, and to an empty house. I’m feeling incredibly sad and 

alone, a thousand miles from my suburban subdivision on the walk home. 

But I’m not alone, and neither are my boys. I run into a good friend of Deb’s, and 

we talk. She helps me realize that we all go through trying times - that’s life. Certainly 

Deb’s friend has her challenges, too.  

“We are all given crosses, but things have a way of working out”, she tells me. 

“You just gotta let go, trust in your God, trust in the universe, trust in the people around 

us, the angels in our midst – things will work out.” 

This is a hard lesson for me – I’ve tried so hard for so many years to plan and 

maintain some “control” in my life. I can hear the gods laughing at me now, loud and 

clear – maybe it’s time to listen this friend’s advice. 

 

Suddenly I realize that it is a beautiful morning. I hadn't noticed before; I walked 

to school in a fog, in a very small universe. But the sunshine and blue sky is intense, and 

now in focus. The air is crisp, and my heart is lighter.  

Maybe angels do exist. Maybe they are there when you need them. Maybe they 

have always there, as Deb certainly knew - I just sometimes can’t see them in my fog. 
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A FUNNY THING happens over the first couple of months after Deb’s passing – 

there is an unexpected feeling of gratitude. Sure, it is mostly a time of longing and tears, 

and there are moments of unbelievable sadness and missing, but there is also a large 

amount of gratitude that has filled our hearts and house. The outpouring of support from 

family and friends, the community, even the complete strangers at the Social Security 

office or the credit card call-line operator on the other side of the world when I call to 

change names on our card, has simply been amazing. I am in awe, empowered, 

energized, and mostly, just grateful for the sharing. 

Beautiful homemade meals are delivered after a long day at work, a box of school 

supplies sits on the front porch anonymously, and incredibly generous offers to take the 

boys to Kennywood and to the movies and to a Pirates game or Steeler training camp 

materialize. There are sleepovers at a friend’s house so dad can get a little rest, folks 

helping with the dishes and laundry or mopping the floor, offers of rides when we don’t 

have one, a nice message or sharing of a photo on Facebook, co-workers and bosses 

picking up my workload and offering vacation time, a phone call or email or text just to 

say hi, sharing a song or a favorite book, words of comfort or just a much needed hug – 

the outpouring has just been humbling. 

It has made me reflect on how deeply Deb touched everyone, and I believe it was 

because she gave so freely and joyously to everyone she met, without expecting anything 

in return.  It gave her life meaning, and in turn gave meaning to them. 

  

Earlier this year, at the time when I was going through the extremely trying events 

of my arrest and its ramifications, the fallout and rehab afterward, I certainly considered 

those events to be very unfortunate (and in no way was any part of it fun.)  But one of the 

lessons of rehab was that I re-discovered the power of gratitude, of being grateful for all 

the good things I have, even when life is testing me. Grateful for all the little things, like 

a cool summer rain on a hot humid day, the insects buzzing at night, the advice of a 

stranger. 

I got into the habit of starting each day with a gratitude prayer or just a simple 

silent meditation in my grotto. I still make time to stop and ask for grace before 

embarking on the daily tasks in front of me. It is a very powerful tool, and it helps me 
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tremendously during these trying times.   

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, in her ground-breaking book, Life Lessons, says “A 

grateful person is a powerful person, for gratitude generates power. All abundance is 

based on being grateful for what we have. True power, happiness, and well-being are 

found in the fine art of gratitude.” 

Debbie knew this power her whole life, and she lived it for many many years. 

How lucky she was to recognize the joy of every day, of every breath, of laughter and 

love! That’s where her smile and grace came from, even when times were tough. I 

recognize now that I didn't need to read books and travel to exotic locations looking for a 

sage teacher; I lived with one for twenty-seven years. 

 

I sure wish she was still around to teach me more, and to help me. Physical life 

certainly has limits, and it is about to get much harder... 
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AFTER A DEATH THERE is an avalanche of paperwork. Beneficiary changes 

on insurance policies and financial accounts, and name changes on utility accounts and 

credit cards, many of these which are only in Deb's name, require proof of death. A stack 

of death certificates is kept handy. I have to pay all the bills now, too, which are stacking 

up and haven't been done in a couple months now. Even without working my to-do list is 

at an all-time high, and the days are still fourteen to eighteen hours long, not working but 

coordinating the removal of the hospital bed and medical supplies, sorting through all the 

sympathy cards, just trying to keep all these balls in the air. 

Life is even more incredibly difficult once I return to work. I am not even 

remotely ready to go back to work after the three official days off granted for the death of 

a spouse, so I use the remainder of my vacation days to postpone it. It feels like I’ve got 

two other full time jobs already with my new single parenting responsibilities, not to 

mention my temporary full time job of completing all the paperwork and financial tasks 

necessary when someone passes away. Most of the time I feel completely overwhelmed. 

How will I do all this and work full time? 

I am back at work only a month after Debbie died, way earlier than I would like. 

Wow, missing a month of work has really put me way behind the eight ball, too, my 

inbox stacked sky-high. It ratchets up the fear, my new to-do list not nearly whittled 

down enough, my work one too high also. Sleep is still completely non-existent now also, 

as these lists chase me into the night. And I am still way too afraid to ask for help at 

work. 

 

But on this night I am actually feeling pretty good – I made it to the mandatory 

parent’s meeting for Jake's football, made a good healthy dinner with farm-fresh veggies 

picked up on the way home from work that even the kids eat, I have the dishes and a load 

of laundry done, and I am even prepped for my travel to headquarters for a staff meeting 

in the morning. Everything is going as planned – hey, maybe I can do this! 

Ha! Life comes at you fast, turns on a dime, especially when you make plans. 

Knowing Jake has football practice at three, I make arrangements for T to visit a friend’s 

house – all I need is for Jake to walk Trevor over to his friends' house on his way to 

practice, and it isn’t far out of his way at all. 
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“Dad, why do I have to take T over there?” Jake objects. “I want to be at practice 

early with my friends.” 

“Dammit Jake, I need you to help me” I counter. “I can’t be there and at work, 

too.”  

“But that’s not fair!” Jake yells. 

“Yeah, it’s not fair to me, either, that your mom’s died and I have to do 

everything!” I scream. “Why can’t you just do this one simple thing?” 

I don’t understand, I have done everything I possibly can to keep the boys life as 

normal as possible, why can’t they see this? I over-react to his objections, my temper 

already short from a lack of sleep and not having a whole lot of options this late in the 

game. I’m also upset because I need to get up at 4 a.m., and I don’t have time for this.  

The shouts escalate to a full-fledged fight, and charges are thrown out that nobody 

means. I exercise my dictatorial rights and shut off their video games and send them to 

bed early, but not before giving them a speech about needing to do more to help me out 

and to help each other out and to help out more around the house, because I can’t do 

everything. 

It is horrible, like the very first fight in a new relationship. I really have tried so 

hard to be both mom and dad, to make things as okay as I can, to make them as 

comfortable as possible, and now I’ve blown it all in a fit of rage. Our bedtime prayers 

are perfunctory, nobody returns my kisses or love you’s, and my little guy has his head 

buried under the covers, only the top of his Care Bear poking out, mom’s hat clutched in 

his tiny hands. I can hear muffled crying coming from their room later– it breaks my 

heart. 

 

This is so unfair, especially to my kids! My god, what is going through their little 

heads?  I can’t even get my head around things, what must it be like for a nine-year-old? I 

can feel his fear, fear of the dark, his fear of having to live by mean old dad’s rules now, 

missing his loving mother. And Jake is just twelve, he should be worried about meeting 

his friends, that’s what twelve year-olds do. I hated when I was near his age and my dad 

died and I was constantly told I needed to help out more and be the man of the house – I 

just wanted to be a normal kid. 
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Of course I cannot sleep tonight. I fear I will be a failure as a parent, especially 

after tonight’s disaster. How will I handle future crisis’ that will certainly be much worse 

than this? 

 

Oh to be able to drown out the terror, the anxieties, that grip me at night! Alone, 

in the darkness, with only a racing mind for company, things seem so much worse than 

they really are – and I recognize that in the morning. But by then it is too late, and 

another sleepless night puts the day into a fog. Where is my faith, where are my carins, in 

the middle of the night? 

Falling asleep is usually not a problem. I’m always exhausted, though there have 

been numerous nights without even a wink of sleep. It’s after falling asleep initially that 

the problems start. Maybe it’s a noise from the kid’s room, or the cat is in the kitchen 

playing with his food, or maybe my to-do list just punches through the unconsciousness 

with something urgent that I forgot to take care of – doesn’t matter the reason, once I’m 

jolted awake, that’s usually it for the night. 

The snowball starts rolling, gathering a worry about forgetting something 

necessary at the store here, a fear about not paying a bill there. It starts slowly, but it’s 

going downhill and quickly gains momentum. Oh my god, I didn’t put more minutes on 

Jake’s phone, what if he has an emergency and can’t call anyone? Shit, I forgot about that 

second shut-off notice from the water department; I’ll do it first thing in the morning, 

right after I get a load of laundry going and the dishes finished and fix that error in the 

work spreadsheet that I forgot to fix last night. 

The little worries then morph into the big things, and my snowball is now picking 

up boulders – how am I going to be at T’s baseball game and Jake’s football game and 

still get this presentation to the executive committee ready for that 10 a.m. meeting 

Tuesday? How will I possibly be able to do my job now, now that I can’t put in the 

requisite OT, late nights and trips to headquarters that require being on the road by 5 a.m. 

and a three hour drive each way? What happens to us financially when I’m fired or 

demoted? What will I do for health insurance without a job? What if I get sick, who will 

take care of the kids? When am I going to get to the lawyers' and make a will? What if 

the boys get sick, how will I take care of them when I’m working? Who will take care of 
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me? What if they get a long term illness like diabetes that requires constant attention, or 

worse, a childhood cancer? What if I get cancer? 

At this point the snowball is a monster, it is out of control, avalanching down the 

mountain at 100 mph, flattening all sense and logic and faith in its way. My heart is 

pounding and forehead dripping. The night sweats force me out of bed. Tonight my fears 

are especially acute, because they involve my boys, and the bad patch we experienced 

earlier. Sleep won’t be coming tonight, I know. I might as well get up and get some 

things done… 

 

So I am up working on the computer, near midnight, when a light flips on in the 

boys’ room. I immediately jump up at the excuse to go back into their room. Jake is 

climbing down from the top bunk to take Trevor to the bathroom. Trevor’s never been 

fond of the dark, but since mom died, he doesn’t want to even be alone in the daylight, 

and I forgot to leave the small kitchen light on. It melts my heart that Jake would do such 

a favor for T – maybe all is not as bad as it seems in the dark of night; maybe we can 

work through this together. We apologize, ending up in a big group hug, with promises to 

always stick together and to always watch out for each other, for we are still family. 

At least I get a little sleep after that, of course not enough, and there is still a slight 

residual hangover from the events of the preceding night in the morning. I’m out of the 

house a little before five, wishing that I could just stay home today until the boys wake 

up, so I can confirm they are okay. I vacillate between the anger of having to leave them 

for work, and the “why-me?” unfairness of the whole situation. 

It is torture at work, first the three-hour drive, then sitting through a five-hour 

staff meeting. I know the boys will sleep late (it is an in-service day, no school), but no 

one is returning my texts or calls. Are they okay? I’m completely distracted and cannot 

even remotely concentrate on the meaningless tasks I’m being assigned nor do I join in 

with the fake laughs as we all pretend this work stuff is important. My night fears are 

chasing me even in the light of day. C’mon boys, just give me a call! 

And they do, around lunchtime, and they are fine. They are kids, they are 

resilient, and no strains from last night are evident over the phone. And I do make it 

home in the evening, after a very long day, and Trevor gives me a big loving hug, and 
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Jake apologizes before I can even unload the car. All the chores I’ve asked them to do 

have been done, too, and we are all happy to be reunited. Another group hug, another 

chance to have a better night. 
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WHEW, WE’VE MADE it through our first test, this rag-tag family of boys, and 

I think we’ve all grown a little. But it was exhausting, I am just physically and emotional 

beat. Boy I could really use a beer. 

I only have two, but man do they taste good. I am able to fall asleep quickly with 

the help of the slight buzz (another benefit of four months of sobriety, I am now a quick 

buzz) and alcohol's sedative effects. That is a big help. 

 

Help is another thing that I struggle with. This one caught me by surprise, and it’s 

been one of the harder issues for me to come to grips with – I can’t do this all on my own, 

this grieving, raising two kids, working, keeping all these balls in the air. 

Since my late teens I’ve done what needs done without asking for help, a stiff 

upper lip and poker face to the world, no matter how bad I might want to say “no mas.”  I 

discovered that my stubbornness (or is it really a fear of failure, if I’m being honest?) 

allowed me to work longer than most, and overcome most obstacles with just a little more 

elbow grease and a few extra hours. My work habits over the years evolved into a belief 

that I can outwork any obstacle, and this has served me well in my career. 

But I have finally met an opponent that cannot be overcome by simply working 

harder and longer. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m still trying; old habits die kicking and screaming. Most 

days I can still go to bed at night with the house in reasonable order, the kids fairly clean 

and fed, the homework mostly done, and the work wolves kept at bay for another day. 

This requires a tremendous amount of energy, and my seventeen and eighteen hour days 

are exhausting – I know I will not be able to keep this up long term. I need (gulp) help. 

But I am afraid to ask. 

  

Those beers tonight sure tasted good, and they really did help me sleep and calm 

my nerves and bring a little bit of happiness back, and I didn't have to put anyone out 

helping me... 
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THAT NIGHT'S CRISIS with the boys is the first of many, me just spending 

too much time at work, away from the boys, too soon. I have only been back to work two 

months, but I need a break, and I talk my boss into an unpaid week off. We need a family 

vacation, I decide, some time away from everything, some time in nature, even better yet, 

time in the desert. Co-workers donate vacation time so that I might do this, for which I 

am so grateful. But yikes, I wish I would have thought a little bit about how much work 

this would be, doing a family vacation on my own, before I booked the flights. 

Vacations are supposed to be fun, right?  Well this certainly hasn’t felt “fun” for 

me, after a long travel day, getting from Pittsburgh to Phoenix with two kids and four 

bags of camping equipment and food and clothes in tow. The details are endless and 

overwhelming on my own, and the preparation and planning and packing that went into 

this tenting vacation over the last few weeks have been exhausting. Somehow, we make it 

to our campsite. 

All these tasks that I used to have help doing – well, they are mine now, mine all 

mine. I no longer have a co-pilot to help navigate, to referee fights, to find a good radio 

station or a place to eat, to drive a little when I need a rest, or just to smile and tell me 

everything’s alright when my face starts to twitch and the blood starts to boil after 

making another wrong turn. 

Apparently I have been taking these frustrations out on the kids. Trevor is the first 

to crack. After another command for him to take care of something that mom used to do, 

he stops and screams at me.   

“God dad, you’re so mean!” he explodes. 

“All you do is yell at me! I hate you!”  He bursts into tears, sobbing.   

Instead of patience, I react by yelling back, and I tell them that they can’t be nine 

and twelve anymore, dammit, they’ve got to grow up and help more because mom’s not 

around and I can’t do it all myself.  

“Dad I’ll be ten next year!” Trevor sobs, before diving into the tent and crying in 

his sleeping bag. 

Oh my god how could I have said that to them, after hating it so much when it 

was said to me? I hate myself right now. God, I’m never going to be able to do this, to 

raise two boys on my own without scarring them for life, without passing on all my faults 
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and fears. God dammit Debbie, why did you have to go and die and leave me with all this 

responsibility that I just can’t handle? This isn’t fair! 

We are camping in a remote forested canyon between Sedona and Flagstaff, 

Arizona, far far from home.That’s something that usually sets my soul afire, traveling to 

remote, spectacular places, being in the wilderness, sleeping on the ground, breathing 

fresh air, and not being in my beige cube. I thought it would be a great idea to bring the 

boys out here with me, to share in my love of the outdoors, do a little bonding, maybe a 

little healing, or maybe to just forget about everything for a while. But as the darkness 

descends and the temperatures drop and the boys quietly cry and do their best to ignore 

me, my idealistic plans seem to go up with the campfire smoke… 

 

Feeling completely alone in the strange, dark forest, my fears and demons reign 

freely over my exhausted imagination, and my dreams are haunted by the fight. My 

whole body feels the crush of the overwhelmingness of having to do everything myself. 

Sleep comes fitfully.  

But there are good reasons why I go to the wilderness. The healing peacefulness 

and grounding that permeates these places is real, and we need some healing and peace 

now.  

In the middle of the night I get out of the tent for a bathroom break. I almost crawl 

back into my tent without noticing, but the stars are too brilliant, even for my exhausted 

mind. Wow, with no light pollution, the night sky is just spectacular! I stare for five 

minutes, taking it in, feeling something good starting to stir inside of me. The cold forces 

me back into the tent, but something lightly brushes my soul, and this little hint of peace 

provides incredible comfort. 

The morning dawns spectacular – we’re tucked into a beautiful forested canyon, 

and the morning mist is aglow from the rising sun just peaking over the canyon lip. It 

filters through the forest and makes my boys look like angels, silhouetted in the glow, 

hoods from their jackets pulled tight to ward off the chill, the exhaust from their breath 

like smoke from last night’s fire. Scents of ponderosa pine and campfire mingle, and the 

smells and scenery push any remnants of last nights’ fight deep into Oak Creek canyon. 

Even a bit of that starry peace remains with me, and I sense it in the boys, too. Nature at 
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work… 

 

Today we decide to tackle a big challenge – we want to climb to the top of Mt. 

Humphrey’s, Arizona’s highest peak at 12,633 feet above sea level. I tell the boys it will 

be a real challenge, but it doesn’t register with them, having never climbed that high. 

Even when we spot the mountain peaking through the forest along AZ highway 89, Jake 

says it will be easy. 

I want to warn him, and Trevor too, that sometimes things that look easy from 

afar certainly aren’t when boots hit the ground. Like this grief thing. We’ve been going 

regularly to counseling at the Caring Place, and the wonderful and kind staff and 

volunteers are helping us navigate this maze of grief. And I’ve been reading books, lots 

of books, on how to help kids deal with loss. It all sounds so simple to work through. 

Until you feel it. Until the words on a page become the body blow that takes you 

down, when you really feel the emotional impact of the tremendous power of loss. That 

cannot be comprehended or shared with anyone else who hasn’t been through it; it can 

only be felt. The boys haven’t felt it yet, haven’t let themselves feel it, and that worries 

me. I haven’t fully felt it yet, either, and worse, I’m dredging up feelings of incomplete 

grief for my own father’s passing over thirty years ago. So much important work yet to 

do, for all of us... 

 

We are on the trail by 9:30, and the hiking is fun in the spectacular fall mountain 

scenery. Aspens are afire, dressed in their brilliant autumn gold, the sky is deep blue, the 

clouds perfectly white. It is all uphill, though, endless switchbacks through the forest, so 

we take frequent breaks. I try to get the boys motivated to keep moving, knowing the best 

plan is to get up and back down as quickly as possible, since us lowlanders are not used 

to the lower volume of oxygen in the atmosphere as we climb higher. But I want them to 

enjoy it too, so just like everything that I’m learning about single parenthood, I have to 

try to strike a balance. 

Three hours later my balancing skills are truly tested. We’ve cleared the treeline, 

hiking now through volcanic scree and boulders, and the slope is much steeper. The view 

is spectacular, Jake is going on adrenaline now, and wants the top, bad – his first taste of 
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summit fever. I want it, too, probably more than Jake, for these are the adventures that 

make my soul sing. But Trevor is starting to slow down and complaining of not feeling 

well. How much do I push him, how much do I reign in Jake? Certainly we will all face 

situations where you have to push through the pain to achieve a goal, and this is a great 

teaching opportunity. But how do you know when to stop pushing? Again, I miss my co-

pilot. 

  

Today it has been exactly three months since Debbie died. I feel my progress 

through my own grief has come to a standstill, too busy with work and single parenting, 

and my lack of sleep is disrupting even regular thought. It seems we don’t even have time 

to miss her anymore, what with work and school and football and baseball and CCD. But 

we brought mom’s hat with us, along with some other pink hats, to wear at the top for our 

summit picture. 

 

Finally we make it to a saddle between Mt. Humphrey’s and Mt. Aggassiz, at 

about 12,000 feet. Trevor has been crying intermittently to stop, to go back down, and 

Jake has been less than kind in telling Trevor to suck it up and keep walking. At the 

saddle the wind is funneled through the narrow opening between peaks at high velocity, 

probably 30-40 mph today, and this high up, it’s cold, very cold. The boys huddle in their 

jackets, but even then they are still cold. I give Trevor my down jacket, and the oversized 

puff ball swallows him like a giant marshmallow – but at least he is warm.  

I make the decision that this is as high as we go. Jake protests and is mad, Trevor 

wants to go down now. We compromise and stay for twenty minutes, enjoying the 

spectacular views from 12,000 feet. We have our picture taken with our pink hats on, and 

we say a prayer for mom’s grace and love and patience. But the unceasing winds force us 

back down, not a moment too soon for T. 

Poor Trevor is really starting to feel the effects of acute altitude sickness. His 

stomach is quaking, and he can’t eat much at our lunch stop out of the wind. I carry his 

pack as we start back down, but not too far from our break, poor little T has to throw up. 

Up comes lunch and breakfast. Once he recovers enough, I try to push him down the 

mountain as fast as possible, knowing that is the only thing that will make him feel better. 
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We have to stop four mores times on the way down for T to throw up, and Jake 

develops a throbbing headache that he says “alternates between a sledgehammer and a 

regular hammer” pounding his brain. I feel it, too, though having done this before, I at 

least am prepared for it. The going is slow and miserable for both of them, and I feel 

terrible for putting my kids through yet another discomfort. God, what kind of parent am 

I?  My confidence takes another hit. 

  

We do make it down, one foot in front of the other, the way most challenges in 

life have to be tackled. I am so proud of them right now, even though they aren’t proud of 

themselves yet. The boys don’t notice that the aspens have been plugged in by the low 

electric evening light, spectacularly aglow in their fall majesty. I notice, and I take it in, 

adding to the peace of the stars last night. There is a smile on my face. 

The boys collapse in the car and are instantly asleep, before I even turn the 

ignition key.  We get down the remainder of the mountain as quickly as I can, but I 

cannot wake them in the parking lot of Denny’s in Flagstaff. So we all nap, working off 

the hangover of another adventure that dad has dragged the kids into that hasn’t turned 

out quite the way I wanted. 

 

But funny things happen when you survive adversity together. Once down safely, 

and feeling better, the discomforts seem further away, the achievements more profound. 

T throws up two more times in Denny’s, but then feels better, and a big pancake breakfast 

for him and a Grand Slam breakfast for Jake, and unlimited fountain drinks, and we are 

all feeling a lot better. In fact, we can even laugh about it now, and I think it begins to 

sink in that, yeah, this was a good adventure! We didn’t make it to the top, but we 

climbed to 12,000 feet, only 600 vertical feet from the summit, and that’s pretty 

impressive for a nine- and twelve-year old. I can see the pride on their smiling, dirty 

faces, and I can sense an appreciation for this adventure, maybe even an appreciation that 

their old man just might be able to take care of them after all. Dare I say we’ve even 

bonded a bit? 

It’s dark when we arrive back at camp, but tonight’s camp is so much lighter than 

last nights. We laugh and regal each other with tales from the trip and zingers that T and 
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Jake slung all day (where do they get this sharp-witted sense of humor?), tucked into our 

sleeping bags and cuddled together against the canyon. I can’t help but think how ironic it 

is that the highest point in Arizona is so close its most spectacular low point, the Grand 

Canyon. They are separated by only seventy miles. 

There is a real sense of camaraderie tonight, a sense of peace, and a relief that 

comes from pushing yourself to your limits and surviving. I don’t tell them that this 

lesson can be applied to so many other things, and I certainly don’t bring up working 

through their grief. But we talk openly of wishing mom were here, and how much we 

miss her, and even if it’s not the body blow emotions that need to come out eventually, 

it’s a start. One foot in front of the other… 
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AFTER OUR ADVENTURE on Mt. Humphrey's, we move camp down from 

the Sedona area into the big empty Sonoran desert further south, where it will be warmer. 

We find a wonderful little campground outside of Cottonwood, Arizona, on a bluff 

spread out overlooking a spectacular desert valley. Vultures circles high on invisible 

thermals, freed from their bounds, freed from gravity, lazily tilting back and forth like a 

rudderless ship, looking for the dead to sustain them. I think about grief and living again.  

 

Grief is sometimes like a transcendent gaze. I look down at myself now and what 

I am doing as if I have been detached from my body. I watch the movie of my life alone 

from the back row of a dark, dirty little theater, shoes sticking to the floor, afraid every 

time light pours in from the opening door, hoping to forever hide in the shadows. Some 

days I just go through the motions, with no empathy at all for the main character in this 

movie, me. At the end of a bad day I wonder how I even accomplished the “normal” 

things. Everything is different now, and I search for something to hold on to, something 

real. 

Running is real. Working out, pumping the weights, pounding the pavement, 

blood coursing through wide open veins, heart pounding, big gulps of breath filling 

screaming lungs; life courses through me, and I cannot deny it. I can’t hide in the 

shadows when running; it feels too good.  

We rent these incredible instruments for a spell, these vehicles for our light that 

can do these incredible, immaculate things, that are capable of carrying us to the greatest 

of heights, across the barren desert, and through the lowest lows. So I use mine now. Let 

the rhythmic footsteps and breathing transport me to a better place, calming my mind and 

quelling my fears. Let the endorphins soothe the pain, physically and emotionally. I let 

the cleansing breaths refresh and rejuvenate at the cellular level, and let the sweat carry 

away the built up toxins of grief. 

The Earth is real. Today my footsteps pound the white rocks and yellow dirt of 

the great wide open Sonoran desert. A solitary wilderness trail winds through the prickly 

pear and mesquite and yuccas, and the flat expanse of the desert is bounded on all 

horizons by far off purple mountains. Large lobed jackrabbits and striking black-throated 



 204 

sparrows flee my approach, and I admire them for earning a living in a place that is so 

full of thorns and sharp edges. 

At the top of a flat mesa I pull off trail and stop running. From this vantage point I 

can survey the entire Verde valley. A brown river cuts through the sand and earth, its 

cottonwoods providing an emerald green necklace against the tan rocks. After being 

penned in for so long in a beige cubicle and bounded by all these new responsibilities, the 

endless horizon is freeing. 

The ancient ruins of Tuzigoot are outlined on a bluff in the river valley below me, 

marking human time and connecting it to the timelessness of the heavens and earth. 

Burial plots from 1,000 years ago attest to the truth of the cycle of life and death; my 

grief is nothing special. Indeed it is a necessary part of life; so I’ve been told. What I need 

to understand now is how to uncover the gifts of grief, buried under the layers of 

vegetation and dirt that have accumulated around a topic mostly ignored and forgotten, 

like the ruins before archeologists did the tedious work to excavate it. 

It feels right to kneel on this mesa top, to feel the rock cut into my skin under the 

bright sunshine, to say a prayer of remembrance to those that have gone before me, to 

those that would normally be here with me. Alone on this mesa top, I let the wind dry my 

tears. 

But as I gaze down on this valley, on the life giving river, on the ancient ruins and 

the thorny bushes and a trail cut through the desert, my heart begins to stir. Instead of 

bowing in prayer to what I’ve lost, I can’t help but feel grateful for what I have right now 

– this view, this body, this experience of being alive right now. I raise my arms in 

gratitude as my soul reaches for the sky. 

And the sky is real. This big desert sky, picture perfect blue painted with white 

cotton ball clouds, so crisp, so clear, so free here in the desert. I drink it in, and it fills me. 

I must run!  

It is downhill, my strides stretch full, like the vultures outstretched wings. I take 

off my shirt and let my skin soak up the warm afternoon sun, and let the wind evaporate 

the sweat that courses down my forehead and back. I am flying! 

For the first time months, I experience joy, pure joy, and my heart and soul are 

lifted high into the desert sky. I run much faster than my normal pace, for I want to feel 
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my heart pound again, I want to feel my lungs burn and my muscles ache. I want to feel 

alive again, living, not just going through the motions. Even if it’s only for this brief, 

glorious run, at least I know it is possible again. 

It is an all too brief glimpse, and my responsibilities and fears close in fast back at 

camp, where the boys are fighting and clamouring for dinner. I know I have so many 

things to take care of, a lot of hard work yet to do. But I keep this little taste of the glory 

that this world still has to offer, of the beauty it does still hold, with me through dinner. 

Perhaps this brief flash of light at the end of this very long, dark tunnel might be be some 

real hope, not just another train. 
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WORKING THROUGH GRIEF and all my new responsibilities is one step 

forward two steps back. I have joined a bereavement support group, run by the hospice 

organization that helped so much during Deb's last week. They helped us through Deb’s 

final days, and then even sent a counselor out to the house a couple of times after Deb 

died, to talk to the boys, and teach me a bit about guiding them through their grief. The 

boys are at different developmental stages, and need to be treated differently as they learn 

to come to grips with their grief. I am so grateful for the lesson, I certainly didn’t 

understand their different needs. Again, angels and cairns appear when needed. Thanks 

Kevin, for making house calls. 

But I need help, too. I am hurting. I'm in search of some lessening of the pain, 

maybe some sharing and recognition of these confusing, conflicting raw emotions. 

Maybe even some understanding of Deb's passing so young, and why I have been saddled 

with these burdens. I'm not sure I will find it here, but it is worth a shot. It’s a  grief group 

for young widows and widowers. 

 It is comforting seeing Kevin, a bereavement professional, running the group. Of 

course, he is the one who invited me. Hmm, but I’m back in group therapy again, and so 

soon. Not what I expected, just like my whole life now. But my last group taught me 

valuable lessons. 

 After brief introductions, Kevin tells us new folks (there are two others besides 

myself) what to expect. 

 “The process of recovering from loss is often called grief work, and with good 

reason - it is a difficult job requiring time, energy and concentrated effort” he says. 

 “Working through the deep pain of grief is one of life’s most real and difficult 

challenges, especially the big loses, like the loss of a spouse. That’s the hard news.” 

 Kevin explains that the loss of a spouse is the highest rated life stressor on the 

Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale, a tool developed as a result of a study to determine if 

stress contributes to illness. Not dealing with this stress can lead to physical illness, 

Kevin tells us, to drive home the importance of what we are doing. Wow, when adding 

up all the other things I am dealing with, I am deep into the high risk group. 

 “But there is also good news: Our resources of courage, and of resilience, and of 

potential for healing are no less real – and they are trustworthy” Kevin continues. 
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 “There are four goals we are trying to accomplish.” I take note. 

 “One, accepting the reality of the loss. Denial of the loss is normal and can be 

greater in cases of sudden death; but at some point, the grieving person must accept that 

the loved one is gone and will not return.” 

 “Two, experiencing the pain of grief. This is a task most people would like to 

avoid. Unfortunately, there is no way out of the pain except through it. Those who 

manage to sidestep this stage will find that the pain comes back to them later or in 

another indirect way, such as physical illness.” 

 Wow, I certainly understand this, as the incomplete grief for my father over thirty 

years ago keeps rearing its head in my thoughts and dreams lately. I’d better pay 

attention. 

 “Three, adjusting to an environment without a loved one. This involves changing 

roles, acquiring new skills, and making new relationships. One may resent all the changes 

to be made, but life cannot move on without it.”  

I certainly understand the resentment for all the changes being forced upon me 

now, that’s for sure. 

 “And finally, emotionally relocating the deceased and moving on with life”, 

Kevin concludes. “Many people fear losing or dishonoring the memory of a loved one if 

they move on to new relationships or activities. Ultimately, though, refusing to move on 

means abandoning love and hope.” 

I haven’t even thought of moving on, except for on my brief run in the desert. 

This is going to be a long haul. Luckily, there are others here in the group who are further 

along the grief path, and we spend the rest of the session listening to their concerns and 

stories. I know from alcohol rehab that this is a powerful tool. 

 And it does help to hear that others are experiencing the same thing, some in 

much more spectacular circumstances and details, some who must endure situations now 

much worse than mine. Well maybe if they can do it, so can I. We lean on each other, 

encourage each other, pass a Kleenex and hold a hand when needed, but mostly, we just 

listen to each other.  

Want to really help someone dealing with loss? Just listen. Really listen, with 

your heart. Don't judge, and please don’t speak. Don't say “we know how you feel” and 
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“it will get better with time”, and worst of all, “we are keeping you in our prayers.” 

That’s just an excuse for the sayer, an opportunity to bow out without really doing 

anything. Just listen, and maybe lend a hand or a tissue or two to dry the tears. That’s 

what really helps.  

This seems to be a path I should pursue. I make plans to come back next month. 
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THE BEREAVEMENT GROUP is preaching the same thing my rehab group 

taught, the same thing AA exhorts, the same message I heard in Zion – honesty. Honesty 

to oneself, honesty with our fears and feelings, honesty with the world. And the honest 

truth is – this is hard. Being a single parent, trying to live without a wife and partner, 

maintaining my job. I know everyone thinks I am strong, but I have my doubts. I post my 

doubts on my blog, not looking for sympathy, just being honest. 

 

 Today is another hard day, trying to get my work done a little early so that I can 

get out to Jake’s first football game. I get lost driving out to the stadium because I don't 

know how to use the GPS (Deb always did that) and show up late, missing the first 

quarter of the game. It’s a sunny, beautiful, glorious fall day, but I don’t notice. I sit alone 

on the cold aluminum bleachers, preoccupied, distracted by leaving too much work 

undone at the office, trying to finish it now. I’m trying to watch the action on the football 

field while answering emails on my Blackberry. Neither gets the proper attention. 

 Suddenly lightning flashes from the clear blue sky. An email delivered to my 

phone literally stops my world in its tracks. The work concerns and the football game and 

the other cheering parents and the shiny metal bleachers all fade away. 

 

 Hi Joe, 

 My name is Kim Brunson. My family and I go to Our lady of Joy Church and 

Patty, who apparently knew your wife well, told me at the church festival this year of 

your wife’s untimely passing. My dear husband, John, passed away on July 3, just a few 

days before Debbie left this world. 

 About a week after the festival, Patty emailed me about your blog and suggested it 

might help me as I navigate my way through my grief. After reading for a few weeks and 

being oh-so-tempted to leave a response online, I decided to ask Patty for your email 

address. I am just not someone who is comfortable putting my situation out in cyberspace 

for the world to see - but I am grateful that others are able to do so because it has helped 

me tremendously. That is where you come in and I just wanted to thank you for being so 

open about your experiences. 

 I could sign my name to the end of many of your posts as though I had authored 
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them myself. My children are older - 13 and 17 - and of course it is my husband who 

died, but there are many similarities in our day to day experiences. One way in which I 

suppose I am “luckier” - if you can call it that) – is that my children are old enough to be 

relatively self-sufficient. The oldest has her license (although I am terrified every time she 

gets behind the wheel). But her ability to get from one place to another without me is a 

real blessing at this time when I am back to work downtown and trying desperately to 

keep a million balls in the air. On the other hand, I can’t help but think that my time of 

sharing a home with my children is quickly dwindling, so I am envious of those with 

younger ones for that reason. And it breaks my heart to see my oldest post on FB “I miss 

my dad” or “You people with two parents are so lucky - what I wouldn’t do for only one 

more minute with my daddy,” 

 I’m not sure I’m dealing with everything well. I seem to deal with it best by not 

thinking about it to the extent possible. You mentioned once that it was very difficult to 

cross out your wife’s name on the school paperwork. I couldn’t even make myself do that 

- I just crossed out his work and cell phone numbers. I find myself thinking as I’m at the 

store, “Oh, John may need this, or he would like that,” before I remember that he is 

gone. Everyone looks at me and sees how well I’m doing, but I just don’t know. 

 John died from a brain tumor which he battled for many years. The cancer took 

so much from him long before he died. For the last few years I had to do all the driving, 

and take care of the majority of the paperwork, bills, and maintenance of the house. So 

part of me thought it would be easier after he died.  No more multiple trips per week to 

the Hillman Cancer Center. Yet since he passed I feel his absence so profoundly. I don’t 

sleep well - I have no problem falling asleep but it is a rare night when I am not up by 

3:30 a.m. tossing and turning. 

 I am watching the grass get higher, along with the laundry pile, and many dust 

balls gathering behind the furniture, and there is no reprieve from the endless stack of 

paperwork that is tied to death. Who knew there would be so many papers to fill out? 

 The one thing I have done right, I think, is I have kept up with the exercise, and I 

have made it a priority (hence contributing to the high grass and frequently high laundry 

pile), but I’m afraid if I quit I will probably drink too much red wine. (That last 

observation is kind-of, but only kind-of, tongue in cheek). I am also trying to tell myself, 
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to hell with the dusty floor, take your kid to the movies. After all, it will only get dusty 

again and my kid is going to keep on growing up. 

 Your post about honesty really hit me. When John was ill, so many people 

commented on my strength. But they were wrong. He was the strong one. He never 

complained, never became bitter, and smiled right up until the end. For me, however, I 

have so many regrets of not being patient enough, not appreciating John enough, and if 

only I could have a do-over. 

  Anyway, I know this has been a bit of a ramble, and for that I apologize. Please 

just know that your blog has helped me. Debbie’s grave is beside John’s, and I think of 

you, Debbie and your sons when I visit. I will keep you in my prayers. 

 

 In appreciation, 

 Kim 

 

Sent from my iPhone 

 

 Holy shit, I am bowled over. I have to read the email again; and then again. I am 

stunned, and the world has tilted on its axis a bit...maybe someone else does understand 

what I am feeling. There are so many similarities between Kim's situation and mine.  

But the part about Debbie and John dying within a few days of each other, and 

being buried beside each other in Plum Creek Cemetery... 

 

...just gives me the chills.... 

 

I scribble a quick, disjointed reply, promising further conversation at a later time, 

trying to concentrate of the football game. Jake makes a nice tackle. The sunshine 

suddenly feels warm on my face, and the day is brighter. I am thrilled that my blog has 

genuinely helped someone else so intimately.  

And I cannot get Kim's email out of my mind... 
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AT THE SECOND meeting with the monthly grief group, I am in dire need of 

propping up, over-tired from a lack of sleep and too much work, and tonight, dealing with 

my boys on their own. I was counting on them to get themselves home from football 

practice and school so I could attend the meeting. 

 Of course there is a crisis. Jake calls me just as I am about to enter the meeting, 

telling me he was injured at practice and can't walk, he hurt his ankle. And Trevor texts 

me he is lost, wandering the streets because Jake didn't take him to his friend's house. Oh 

my god my little house of cards collapses, my silly thoughts that I can do this, that the 

boys can do this, dashed. One son is hurt and I can't help him, and the other son is lost. 

Panic and fear take over. 

 It takes me fifteen minutes of frantic phone calls from the hospital where we meet 

to figure it out. I get Jake calmed down and a neighbor there to pick him up, and they find 

Trevor on the way, and he is fine now, at his friend’s house. Things are okay, at least as 

best as they can be without Mom there to take care of everything. I am just not going to 

be able to do this. I am literally left shaking. 

I walk into the grief group fifteen minutes late. I rudely barge into the circle, 

immediately talking, despite it not being my turn. I relate my story, my voice rising and 

cracking, in obvious fear, a little Chihuahua shaking in the corner, a scared puppy kicked 

too many times lately. I feel so sorry for myself tonight, surely my crisis' is worse than 

others. God I have so far to go in processing all that has happened, let alone accepting it 

and doing all the other things Kevin wants us to do. 

 After my rant, there is a calming discussion led by Kevin. Another young 

widower, with three young children in tow, shares a similar story. But he is calm when he 

states that “you survive.” I don’t believe his words, but his calmness catches my 

attention, and is reassuring. His wife died just over a year ago, also from breast cancer. 

He seems to be doing okay. Well, at least better than I am. 

 After my boorish interruption, we are finally able to continue formal 

introductions, as is the normal proceedings. I am calmed down enough that I can actually 

listen to the others' in the group as we go around the circle, sharing names and stories, 

including the new woman, who has sat quietly up to this point. 

 “Hi everyone, my name is Kim. I recently lost my husband to a brain tumor...”, 
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says the woman suddenly not a complete stranger. 

 Oh my god, it is Kim. 

 We have started an electronic correspondence since her email reaching out to me, 

sharing a bit about how hard this all is. It is comforting knowing she understands my 

challenges. Indeed, she shares the same ones. I told her about the group, thinking maybe 

she would get something out of it. I didn’t know if she would show up tonight or not, 

though. 

 I already know her story, but when she tells it in person, to the group, it is more 

personal. She has clearly had too much practice in not cracking, in keeping a straight 

face, but suddenly she is unable to hold back her tears. There is a deep pain etched in her 

face, appearing abruptly in the wrinkles of the drawn face of grief we all wear here, in the 

hopeless frown and protruding lower lip that is now a regular part of our wardrobe.  

When she breaks telling her story - tears rolling down her cheeks, sniffles choked back, 

her voice cracking - my heart breaks for her, too. Her husband's illness was an almost 

twenty year battle, the brain tumor robbing her and her husband and their two girls of so 

much, and forcing Kim into the role of primary caregiver and all the responsibilities and 

stresses that go into that, for so so long. Maybe my little crisis tonight isn't as bad as I 

have made it out to be in my head. 

  

 It hadn't even dawned on me up to that point that others were even in the room, 

such was my state of disarray. Kim confirms later that she really felt sorry for me, 

because I was truly a mess, shaking and looking like a terrified deer in the headlights. But 

I recover enough to make proper introductions to Kim after the meeting. We make small 

talk, so good to put her face with an electronic name. Suddenly the emails and cyberspace 

communications and the obvious tears behind the words and texts are real, very real, 

shared with another flesh and blood human being who is hurting as much as I am. 

The shock of meeting Kim in person tonight, in this setting, with me so 

vulnerable, seeing her so vulnerable, it stays with me, imprints on my brain; it cuts 

through my fears, which are vibrating on high tonight. It strangely calms me, cuts me 

down to something basic. A curiosity, even an attraction, is left in the bucket when 

everything else has been emptied. Maybe we have something to share. Maybe we can 
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help each other through these tough times.   

 When Kim looks at me, I notice her sparkling blue eyes, tonight filled with 

compassion and empathy and the same far off distance of deep loss. I recognize that 

distance, the same look that stares back at me in the mirror. Kim is not afraid to look into 

my eyes, like most people are now – certainly she recognizes the fear and confusing 

emotions. We part that night with just chit chat and a thankfulness for our meeting, and 

for our electronic sharing up to this point.   

 But I am haunted by those unsettling blue eyes, looking right through me... 

 



 215 

 I HAVE BEEN THINKING of Kevin’s words, that it is time to start moving on, 

resuming life. Maybe it is. Maybe it is time to at least take a break from my duties. It is 

Halloween, and I have been invited to a party. I know there will be drinking and 

debauchery, and a part of me believes I deserve some of that. I need a release. And 

honestly, a part of me craves it. I have always had a wild side, and man it has been a 

while since Deb died. Don’t I deserve a bit of fun every now and then, too? I have a sitter 

for the boys, and I haven’t been out in a long time. I am anxious, antsy.  

But something tells me I shouldn’t go. I have an uneasy feeling about tonight. 

I am afraid I will drink too much tonight. I know my friends will be encouraging 

my old party habits, and to be honest, a part of me misses the party days, too. There were 

a lot of good time, a lot of fun. I haven’t had much fun in my life lately.  

I wish I could just call Kim, talk to her for a bit. I feel she would understand what 

I am feeling, maybe even give me some advice. But Kim and I are not to that point yet. 

We are probably not even friends. Our conversations are only electronic. 

I decide I can’t call Kim. So I decide to escape. Just for one night, that’s all.  

And what better escape can their be for someone like me, in this condition, weak 

and wallowing in self-pity, than a Halloween party? I don’t even have to be myself, I can 

be whoever I want to be. Ahh, devil's night in the land of make believe, an adult costume 

party. I decided to go. 

 So I dress up as someone I am not, pretending to be a cool cop, in control, dark 

shades and handcuffs and a sergeant’s hat. Pretending to be in control of my real life, too.  

“Sure, I’m fine”, I lie, pretending I am the same cool kid I was in high school, 

pretending to be a dad who knows what he is doing, pretending to be someone who can 

still have fun and is confident and attractive to the opposite sex (despite still feeling 

guilty about this), pretending to have a handle on my job like I always have (when in 

reality I have taken to literally making up numbers at work, hoping against hope I can 

bluff my way to year end and then start over next year.) Pretending to be the fun party 

animal because I am fun, not because I need to drink to numb the pain and confusion, 

pretending that the laundry pile is in check and all the shingles are still on the roof and 

the grass is neatly mowed, pretending that all is well and I am moving on just fine. 

 But privately I tell myself I can't move on without the shots and beer, not now, 
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not mired in this sleep-deprived tiredness, this fear and overwhelmingness and loneliness. 

The shots go down easy, too easy, one after another, chased by a brew, chased by my 

fear, my false confidence. Forgetting and bad judgment grow with each swallow. 

 I have been alone now for a long time, and it sucks. I am legally unattached, I am 

not married anymore, death has done us part. I am free to do what I want. I am an 

attractive single male, at least when I am buzzed, with a good job, and a big house and an 

even bigger bank account. Of course I am desirable, who wouldn't want me? As long as 

they don't see the real me, see all the cracks, the receding hair line and burgeoning 

midsection, see the fear and terror that wakes me in a sweat in the middle of the night. As 

long as they don't see my flaws and weaknesses and shortcomings and the too many 

challenges that I know I will not have the time to work through. Everything is hidden by 

my costume tonight. 

 So fuck it, do another shot. I don’t have to be broken tonight. Why should I work 

through this, anyway? I didn't ask for these crosses to bear. Why do I get all the extra 

assignments, why can't I just go through life in one big party haze, like some of my 

friends, not worrying about doing what needs done but only worrying about my own 

pleasure and my own wants and needs. Like everyone else here seems to be doing. 

Especially at this party, this out of control party, where everyone clearly is not who they 

want to be, where others are just as anxious to escape, where everyone is just as willing 

as I am to put on a costume and a persona and get wild, do things they maybe wouldn't do 

sober, going out on a limb, acting a little crazy, enjoying “you only live once” freedom.   

 You're goddamn right you only live once! Certainly my wife dying at forty-five 

taught me that, my dad dying at thirty-seven. I deserve as much pleasure and no-holds 

barred fulfillment as I can grab, probably more, dammit, after what I have been through. 

Before I am dead and gone, too, with too many things left undone, too much duty and not 

enough play. 

 The thoughts I had earlier, of not even attending this party tonight, the weird 

feeling in the pit of my stomach about tonight, even the conscious thoughts of not going 

out tonight, knowing that I really want to just stay in and have a quiet night at home after 

a long long week and another long day – they need stilled. So another drink, this one to 

drown out my conscience.   
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 The party gets wilder. The women are scantily clad, Halloween just an excuse to 

dress slutty. The men are aggressive, the music is loud, the conversations raunchy, the 

flirting overt, and the mouths of those still sober more open as the show progresses. 

Underwear is swapped, girls kiss girls, body shots spill down bare midriffs, beer is 

chugged, costumes are coming undone and the sexual tension is ratcheting up in direct 

proportion to the bottles emptying. 

 I am pulled into a back room by a naughty nurse. There is flirting, talk of sex just 

for sex, no emotions, no attachments, just fantasy fulfillment, just the consummation of 

the drunken bar conversations that were always just words but now are within grasp. The 

room spins, music mixes with booze and the intoxifying smell of lust and pussy. An offer 

is made, meet me in the upstairs bathroom in five minutes. “It's okay, all is good, no one 

will mind, just bring your handcuffs...”, sealed with a wink and flirtatious kiss... 

  

 Just like that night in the nightclub, something tells me this isn't right. I don't 

follow upstairs immediately. I should think about this. But why? I don't have any 

promises to keep now, no vows to live up to. Why not, says my cloudy brain? 

 

 I sneak upstairs, and the invitation is real and the banquet is laid out before me – 

eat! My body reacts as it is designed to react, and the parts fit like they are supposed to fit 

– but it feels wrong, oh so wrong, even while doing it. I catch a glimpse of the scene in 

the mirror; it is all backwards, it is wrong.   

“What the fuck am I doing?” my brain asks, but my sex-starved body doesn’t 

stop.  

Not until the pounding on the locked bathroom door starts. 

 

 Yelling, angry, hurt, wild, unbelieving yelling, accompanies the banging. We both 

recognize the voice - her boyfriend, my best friend. The same friend who found my 

oldest son a pair of dress shoes that fit fifteen minute before his mom's funeral, who stops 

in unannounced so many times to see how I am doing, how the boys are doing, an 

impromptu game of Wii volleyball or a cold drink and genuine conversation, always a 

good bet to chase away the depths of despair. Fuck. 
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 She is down on the floor like she has been shot by my policeman's gun, physically 

throwing herself at the door, trying to bar entry. As if barring entry will make it less real, 

not as bad, if he doesn't see it. Her screams counter his.   

 But an animal wounded, especially a direct hit to the heart, perhaps a mortal 

wound - that animal won't be denied. A thousand men cannot hold him back. The door 

gives way. 

 

 The look of disbelief and betrayal, the hurt, the suspension of reality – it stops 

time in its tracks. It will be forever etched in the darkest basement corner of my mind, 

perhaps never to see the light again. His anger and rage vanishes instantly at the 

comprehension of the scene, Julius Caesar to Brutus, Samson to Delilah, crawling away 

broken, shattered, unable to raise a fist at the incredulity of it all, unable to feel at all, 

shock and awe and complete destruction.   

 “How could you both???”  It is a plea and an indictment, a sentence and an 

execution. 

 She is left sobbing on the floor, heartfelt sobs, as broken as her lover, quivering 

and unable to get up.   

 I am left frozen where I am standing, unable to move.   

 I wish there would have been a fist. I would not have fought back, I would have 

begged for more, I would have deserved more. Instead I get only the betrayal and mortal 

wounding of a best friend, conveyed in the meeting of wide eyes. I am paralyzed, my 

cheap cop costume pants still around my ankles... 
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 THERE IS NO GOD to be prayed to now, there is no savior who will rescue me. 

I do not deserve mercy, I do not deserve to be saved. I will never be forgiven, I will never 

forgive myself.  My daily gratitude prayer is swallowed up in my self-inflicted misery, 

lost in a night that blurs to days without any sleep. The brief moments when I do lose 

consciousness are shattered with a start, the image in the broken mirror those betrayed 

eyes. There is nothing I can do, this cannot be undone, it can't be taken back.  

Over the next days I dig a hole, a deep hole, taking care of my kids as best I can, 

doing only what absolutely needs done in my job and around the house, a criminal in my 

self-imposed prison of guilt and shame. Again. The hole is so deep that I cannot see the 

top. 

 

There is no drinking, again. Never again, I vow. Certainly I can see now that my 

drinking doesn't lead to an escape from my troubles, it only leads to more. Look at the 

messes it has gotten me into recently...and that still wasn't enough?!?! I should know 

better, but I found myself falling back into old habits, in with an old circles of friends 

who drink too much. Maybe they can continue to do that. They certainly don't have the 

responsibilities that I now have, though. I know that I can't be like that now.   

 It is certainly not my choice, but the reality is that I am a single widowed parent 

now. That is my main job, to be a full time dad. I can't be going out for happy hours on 

Friday night anymore, I can't spend Sunday afternoons watching football and drinking 

beer and not mowing the yard or doing laundry, I can't give up Saturday mornings to 

hangovers when there are baseball and football games to get the kids to. 

 I am also a full time employee, a solo house cleaner and maintainer, a landscaper 

and grocery shopper and pet care taker. I should not be making time for drinking now. It 

is too much for one person, I am realizing, fast. I have to start making changes, I can't do 

all of this.  

Priorities. They must come into sharper focus now – there is simply not enough 

time in my life right now. The eighteen hour days are killing me. I realize now that I will 

have to come to grips with this, soon, not drink it away. Maybe I can ask for a less 

demanding job, maybe a part time assignment, maybe even a sabbatical. I've earned  

stellar reviews for twenty-five years, certainly the new organization will recognize this 
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and work with me. I will bring this up soon. 

 And sleep; I have got to figure out a way to start sleeping regularly again. It has 

been almost a year since I have slept regularly, since I have slept soundly, since I have 

had an eight-hour, full nights' sleep. I've tried sleeping pills, but they leave me in too 

much of a fog in the mornings at work, when I need to be sharp. I've tried alcohol; well, 

certainly that hasn't worked out too well! I've tried herbal teas and natural sleep aids and 

sleep masks and self-hypnosis – but none of this keeps the demons at bay for an entire 

night. 

 I need constructive leisure time, too, but I don't have time to watch sports 

anymore, or read a book or listen to music, and I never get outside anymore either. There 

is just not enough time. I miss these things. I think they would lend me some peace, some 

longed-for normalness, so I've got to figure a way to get some more time back in my life 

for these good things, too. Mindless TV is long gone now too, not that I watched a whole 

lot before, and that is not a bad thing. Maybe some absences are necessary. Certainly 

rehab stressed this. It is time to re-prioritize my life. 
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 THESE THINGS ARE SET on the back burner for now, though. I need to tackle 

the most immediate, pressing issue first.   

I miss my best friend; it is yet another loss, on top of all the other losses I am 

trying to come to grips with now. I write him a heartfelt apology, when I have the time, 

certainly not as quick as I would have done it in the past, when my days weren't all 

eighteen hours long with no breaks. But it is sincere; it is all I can do.   

 I recall so many discussions shared with this friend, year’s worth. How we’ve 

muddled over the broken promises of the world and youth, over the complexities of rules 

and emotions of tangled lives, over the loss of our innocence as we grew up into a world 

where Sister Elizabeth’s simple rules just didn’t fit. I think of the unbridled laughter and 

pure joy we’ve shared at countless parties and concerts and gatherings. And we have 

been through all of the duties of life, too – school and jobs, weddings and funerals, birth, 

and now lately, death.  He has literally bailed my ass out of jail, and picked me up from 

the depths of the funeral pyre. My actions are certainly not worthy of a true friend like 

that. 

 There are no excuses to be made, and I offer none– I am responsible 100% for my 

choices and my actions. I understand that my choices and actions have consequences, and 

I understand that those choices and actions have inflicted pain – and for that I am truly 

sorry.   

 I am most sorry that the pain has been inflicted upon someone who does not need 

any additional pain right now, someone who has his own tall mountains to climb, 

someone who needs support right now rather than betrayal. I’m sorry that this pain is 

inflicted upon someone who is so close to me, someone who is the brother I have never 

had, someone with whom I’ve shared all my innermost thoughts and fears, someone 

who’s been there for me every time I needed him to be there.  I never meant to do this. 

 But I did, and it can’t be taken back.  

I can offer only my sincerest apologies, from my heart, and beg forgiveness. I 

don’t know how to make up for my sins. Saying I’m sorry and it won’t happen again 

sounds trite and hollow. But it is all I can say right now; I can offer no olive branch 

worthy enough. All I can do is point out that there is still so much worth salvaging here, 

that forgiveness and reconciliation is worth pursuing, certainly from my perspective. 
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 It is a tense face to face meeting to deliver my apology, the specter of fisticuffs 

real. We meet in my backyard, under the big cherry tree. I don’t want the kids to witness 

it, if it does come down to a fight. My friend is silent as I speak, he won’t look at me. 

Clearly there is still a lot of pain and feelings of deep hurt. I deliver my apology as 

sincerely as I can, grateful that I have also provided a written copy – it is often too easy to 

get lost in the emotions of the moment. There are things that must be said. 

 The tension relieves after my speech, his fists unclench and his shoulders relax a 

bit; there will be no fight. I’m not sure if that is good or bad. But the betrayal must go 

much deeper than I expected. There is no acceptance of my apology. There is no heartfelt 

forgiveness at the end of the meeting, either, just a awkward parting with lowered eyes 

and sunken shoulders. I had hoped that my friend would chose forgiveness and 

reconciliation, and that we would continue our talks and friendship, for there are still 

things that we will need to ponder and pontificate, relating to this issue and all the issues 

of life. Our job here on earth is to learn from our mistakes, to grow from them, to become 

better because we now know more than we did before.  

 It is not to be. It is my friend’s right to refuse this. I understand. I fucked up. 

Forgiveness is not mine to be granted. The hardest lessons teach us the most…  

 

 I am learning, the hard way again, that sometimes the lessons we need to learn are 

not the lessons we think we need to learn. Sometimes our path leads in directions not 

expected. I think of the lessons of the DUI and rehab, of that terrible time of crisis and 

pain and a trial by fire – good lord at the time it was nothing but a curse, surely a detour 

along my path, not the way.   

 But cairns are emerging from the fires of those trials now, too, like my cairn 

necklace rescued from the ashes in the fire pit. I am recognizing that alcohol is a problem 

for me. I cannot let alcohol and partying and having out-of-control fun get in the way of 

raising my two boys. Right now, still charred and blackened in the alcohol-stoked 

smoldering ruins of a lifelong friendship, it is easy to see that out of control alcohol 

consumption should have no place at all in my life.  

And lo and behold, rehab and a long stint without alcohol has given me the tools I 
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need now to refocus my priorities away from alcohols' pull. I am remembering other 

lessons from rehab, too. Certainly habits must be changed, but so too are the people who 

facilitate those bad habits. I cannot continue to hang with folks who don't have the same 

onerous responsibilities that I do now.   

 In the back of my mind, I wonder if the whole Halloween incident isn't also a big 

cairn, a big warning to me, a reminder that this is not my path, that I can't party like it’s 

1999 anymore. I just can't hang out with people who keep a bucket full of alcohol in the 

back of their truck, who hide their real problems in the bottom of a glass, who live for the 

weekend and the next party, whose first and foremost idea for entertainment is alcohol 

followed by more alcohol. And I can't be a wild playboy, doing whatever I want, with 

whomever I want, even though I am legally and morally released to do just that, if I so 

choose. 

 Rehab taught me that I have to reset my peer group. I have to hang with people 

who share my new values – and let go of those who don’t. This is a big challenge, 

especially now, when I feel I have already lost so much. Admitting to myself that I have 

to let go of a best friend, of a group of good friends, hurts. They are good people, it is not 

an indictment of them. In the context of where they are in their lives, alcohol is not the 

big obstacle that it is to me.  

But my situation is different now. Alcohol is just too persistent, too sneaky, too 

much my Achilles heel, to give it opportunities to take me down. Continuing with this 

group is not my path. I hope I am learning here, before the next big mistake, before the 

next DUI costs me more than just my license. 

 This makes me sad, though. I am letting go of a friend of over thirty years, letting 

go of good memories yet to be made. I like to think it is only temporary, but I am not sure 

about that either, and I am not sure it is my choice. I know my friend has obstacles too, 

many hard, steep challenges in front of him. Alcohol is certainly just one of them.   

 I wonder how he will wrestle with his demons? Will they keep him up at night 

too, punching through the unconsciousness and waking him in a sweat? What wrenching 

changes will his life bring now, the carpet pulled out from under him, sucker punched 

again right when he’s just getting up from the last blow? How will he react, how will he 

handle his trials? Will he give in to the pull of alcohol, just give up and take his foot off 
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the brake, like I was so close to choosing? It would be so easy, I know, to just spend the 

rest of his life hiding in a dark and smoky bar, far from the light. I feel bad, I really think 

I could help him through many of these obstacles.   

 But that is not to be for now. I can't risk being dragged back down myself. 

Perhaps I would take the risk if it was just me, but it is not; I must be there, for my boys. I 

am all they have now, and dammit I am going to honor my wife's example of doing the 

very best she could for her children. She would want for me to put them first, as she 

always did. I will not let them grow up on their own, their dad out all evening stuck on a 

barstool, bringing home nothing but trouble. 

  

Thinking back over my life, thinking of all the people who have come and gone, 

into and out of my life - maybe there is some reason and order to it. Maybe the right 

people do come into your life, right when you need them, like the books told me in the 

Grand Canyon. And maybe people leave exactly when they are supposed to, also. Maybe 

there is some grand plan that we just can't see when we are in the thick of it, when we are 

so close to the emotions. Maybe if we could just step back far enough, we would see that 

everything happens for a reason; even death and destruction. At the time, though, the 

grand plan is hidden. That’s what makes it so hard. 

 

I need to remember that all I have to do is just look for the next cairn... 
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Part V – Redrocks and Blue Eyes 
  

 

 

 

 

“People say that we’re searching for the meaning of life. I don’t think that’s it at all. I 

think that what we’re seeking is an experience of being alive, so that our life experiences 

on the purely physical plane will have resonances within our own innermost being and 

reality, so that we actually feel the rapture of being alive.” – Joseph Campbell, The 

Power of Myth 
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I NEED TO RESET my social group, make it more family-centered, do more 

wholesome kid-friendly things, like sports and bowling and sharing movies and regular 

family dinners. I need to let my boys know that they can count on their old man to be 

there when they need me to be there. I need to spend more time with people who 

genuinely understand this, who will encourage it, maybe even share in these goals and 

activities with me. Certainly I have met someone in the grief group who meets this 

criteria, who seems very good for me. 

In the midst of this latest haze, which lasts for weeks, comes an offer from Kim to 

do a charity run with her and her friends. It is a late fall run to benefit three members of 

our community who are battling or have lost their battle with cancer, including a young 

woman Deb's age who lost her fight to this terrible disease just two days prior to the run. 

She has left a husband my age to tend to three sons. Ouch, it is painful, a vivid reminder 

that there are many things worse than what I have just done, a reminder that I am not the 

only one struggling with death and loss. 

It’s a frosty morning that feels like winter, the run brisk and chilly, but being 

outside accents the aliveness, of participating in life through a physical activity. I find 

myself holding back a bit, my time be damned, wanting to run with Kim, and we share 

easy conversation, and perhaps a brief look that lingers just a bit too long. We both agree 

it feels good to feel our hearts beat, just like my run in the desert. 

Kim and I are part of the crowd that gathers after the race. Unbelievably, one of 

the three brave sons who has just lost his mother gives an inspired speech. It is a reminder 

that there is always hope, there are always reasons to keep running. No matter how cold, 

no matter how deep your hole, no matter how big the loss. Kim and I stand closer to each 

other, tears streaming down our faces. There is not a dry eye in the crowd. 

 I am so thankful right now that my tears on this cold morning are shared with 

Kim. It feels good to not be crying alone. But now, after listening to the speeches from 

the race organizer and the other families the race benefits, and seeing the raw emotion on 

display, the feelings so close to my own, to my own heart, I just don't want to go back to 

the house where I have imprisoned myself, back to being alone again. 

 I ask Kim if she would like to get a cup of coffee. 

“To warm up” is the excuse.   
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“Sure.” She doesn't hesitate agreeing.  

A bit later, hats and windproof layers are shed amidst the warmth and aromas of 

coffee and pastries at Panera Bread. We grab a simple cup of coffee each and a small 

table for two in the back of the restaurant, sitting across from each other. 

 Frozen hands wrap around the hot beverages; our fingers thaw. Soon the 

conversation thaws too, moving from the topical to things that matter more. It just feels 

right, it feels very comfortable, like we have known each other forever, like we have met 

before, though it is clear that our paths have never consciously crossed. I feel like I can 

tell Kim anything. I don't know why, and perhaps it would be against against my better 

judgment normally, but I confess the whole terms of my self-imprisonment, all the sordid 

details I am dealing with now, to this stranger with the kind eyes. 

 It is liberating to confess my sins, to admit my guilt and shame and my 

humanness and my flaws. It is freeing to be honest, brutally honest. Because what have I 

got to lose? Haven't I lost everything now? At least it feels that way. I have been 

hollowed out, emptied, destroyed, run through the wringer, left in the trash heap, the 

losses I have experienced, and the insurmountable challenges I now face, and the sins of 

my own making, committed of my own free will.   

 It is the confession and honesty and truthfulness with myself that I learned about 

in AA, and I am sharing it with someone who is not judging me, who is not running 

away, who holds my gaze honestly even when she should look away in disgust. It is 

alarming at first; but not really – I knew she would listen, or I wouldn't have told her. For 

I am staring into eyes just as hollowed out, eyes just as filled with pain and loss and 

bewilderment at how to crawl out of our holes, but also with a bit more wisdom and faith 

than I have, right now, at my nadir. 

 Kim has been through more, her husband’s slow and tortured demise so much 

longer than Deb's, so much more soul draining, so much more dragged through the 

depths of hell. And she has learned so much more than I have, because of this. She looks 

at me with pity, but also with empathy, and her gaze even offers me a bit of hope, for her 

obstacles are just as great, but she has mastered, so much more than I have, the day by 

day approach. I listen to her words like an apprentice at the foot of a master.   

 It is not only her words, though. There is a peace, and a calmness, that I feel 
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simply being around Kim. I can tell she is strong, much stronger than I am right now. She 

has the same courage of the fighter that emerged in my mom, my hero, when my mom, 

younger than both Kim and I, had to take up these exact same challenges.   

 I sense the same wisdom. Maybe it is motherly, a maternal instinct to survive, a 

deeper will to live, to see their offspring through, to want them to thrive, whatever 

sacrifices are necessary, the complete loss of the ego, sacrificed in service to others. I'm 

not sure I have that instinct, or maybe it is buried in my self-pity, in my ego, in my poor 

poor pitiful me mantra. 

 I remember my mother sitting at the kitchen table, making a song out of all the 

bones in the body. She had a big test coming up, had to know all 206 bones in the human 

body in order to pass her hardest class, Anatomy. She was working to get an 

Occupational Therapy degree, to make a better life for herself, for us, her four children, 

in the wake of the utter destruction that was the loss of my father so young. Surely her 

burden was worse than mine – four kids, two of them under four, two others in the 

dreaded teens. She hadn't worked since high school. No immediate family around to help. 

Suffering from the worst loss you can experience, the biggest stress in all of life. Yet she 

moved on, minute by minute I am sure at first, day by day at best. And here she was, 

singing at the table, mama quail keeping her brood in line as best she can, her fears and 

insecurities safely hidden from her charges. We all sang along, completely oblivious to 

the incredible strength and courage it must have taken to sing in the face of such 

adversity... 

 

 And now another woman of similar strength sits across from the table from me 

once again; I can feel it. Lately I haven't had the strength to pray, but being around Kim 

rejuvenates me, makes me want to be better. Perhaps new angels are sent to prop you 

back up, right when you need it most. 
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 THE COFFEE CUPS ARE long since empty, and hundreds of other patrons at 

the coffee shop have come and gone. Yet we sit riveted, one of the most extraordinary 

conversations of my life, running the gamut of the universe, nothing taboo, all comments 

brutally honest, raw even, but said with a kindness and understanding that is comforting. 

An iPhone alert forces us to look at the time. Holy cow, four hours have passed! We are 

both utterly shocked. We hurriedly part to get back to hungry kids and chores left 

undone. Four hours is not a luxury solo parents are allowed to enjoy 

 

 I am stunned, confused, unsure which way is up, a mix of emotions charging 

through me, like an electrical appliance on overload. What the hell was that? What just 

happened today, this incredible series of events that spanned the entire emotional 

spectrum? There were tears and laughter and heartfelt confessions. Who is this woman? 

Where did she come from? Where did that four hours go? And why do I talk to her like 

she is my oldest, most trusted friend? 

 I takes me a while to sort through it all, and two days later, my thoughts are more 

organized. I write an honest letter, addressed to Kim, but really it is to myself. I don't 

know if I will send it, but I have to write it; so says the voice inside of me. It is the same 

voice that told me to start my blog. 

 At next month's grief meeting, the next time I see Kim, there it is again, instantly. 

Some sort of spark, electricity, a sixth sense that perks me up despite another long hard 

day of too much work and duty. There is definitely an energy between us, and I know 

that Kim feels it too. 

 We end up sitting next to each other in the grief circle, and when she talks I am 

able to steal glances at her. Kim's eyes are sad, and the tears well up in the edges tonight 

when she talks, but she doesn't let them flow. I wonder if she is getting tired of carrying 

this sadness around too? Her bottom lip does start to quiver at one point, but she quickly 

bites that off, sits up straight and blinks away her tears, composure regained. 

 At that instant she catches me looking at her. My eyes widen at being caught red-

handed, and I try to look away. But not before she gives me a smile, the far corners of her 

mouth turned up ever so slight, her thin upper lip the perfect compliment to her full lower 

lip. It is such a pretty smile, I am sure a smile not seen nearly enough lately. I can tell she 
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used to smile a lot more, before she was burdened with too much. Her smile lines are set 

and her cheeks puff out ever so slightly when she flashes this genuine grin.    

But I am also sure she has had to wear the fake smile of “of course I am fine” too 

much lately too. That heavy burden is still etched in her face, it will always be, the battle 

scars of a long-term illness of a close loved one. It returns the instant she realizes she is 

smiling at me. We both look down, reluctantly, perhaps even a bit embarrassed. At our 

age, our faces reflect the marks of both joy and sorrow. In my youth I looked away from 

this, but Kim wears it beautifully. 

 We linger after the meeting, both wanting to talk more, but not about grief and 

sadness, which we've just spent the last two hours sharing with the group. I want to talk 

about her smile, her genuine smile that I saw for just a too brief flash. I want to tell her it 

will be back again someday. I want to tell her that maybe we can share in some smiles, 

too, some genuine smiles, because I want to feel that again too. I am tired of grieving and 

being sad and I just want to feel alive again, every now and then. I want to tell her about 

the electricity, about the spark, the energy that threatens to erupt from me and singe her, 

if she would only touch my hand... 

 But surely it is too early in the grief process to discuss things like this. Surely this 

is just our mutual loneliness and the weight of our constant heavy sadness needing a 

release, a break, an escape from the dark places that haunt us both in the middle of the 

night. Surely we just need a release from the drudgery and hopelessness that characterizes 

most of our lives now, like we enjoyed at Panera. 

 Escape is a safe topic. Maybe we can go get another cup of coffee, or maybe a 

bite to eat after work sometime, you know, in the hour or two we have free each week. I 

mumble the suggestions, stumbling over it like a schoolboy, stammering and hem and 

hawing like a teenager, my heart racing, suddenly words escaping me. 

 “Yes we should do that”, Kim intercedes, bailing me out, 

She understands what I want to say but can't. She is the stronger one, she is more 

composed, more experienced in asking for what she wants, perhaps because she has spent 

so much more time living without help. She suggests maybe we can get together and just 

talk, when she gets back from a family weekend trip to DC to visit friends.   

“Oh...okay” I mumble. 
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 Her forwardness catches me off-guard, the look of surprise in my wide eyes 

causing her to fear that maybe she shouldn't have suggested it. But I recover quickly 

enough this time to enthusiastically agree that, yes, we should get together again, to 

continue the conversation from Panera, to explore in more depth the mutual feelings we 

touch upon so briefly in emails and texts -  before she can regret the offer. Okay, in 

hindsight, it was my heart that leaped to the rescue here, for my words would have been 

stifled by my doubts had I listened to my mind, telling me this is ridiculous, too soon, just 

my grief talking.   

 It seems like we are the only ones in the dark parking lot now, the sun long set, 

after waving goodnight to a few of our compatriots from the meeting in passing. We only 

part reluctantly, without the touch that I so long for, but at least with the promise of 

getting together again, soon. It buoys me, the electric feeling of a date, though it is not 

really a date, it is just two friends who have a lot in common getting together to talk. But 

damn, I feel a bit like Rudolph when he finally learns to fly because Clarice likes him. 

  

Maybe she does, maybe she doesn't; I don't know. I only know how I feel. So later 

that night, I feel it is time to be honest with Kim, and I share with her the letter I wrote 

after our four-hour conversation at Panera...  

 

 So full honesty, I don’t know if it is a good policy; but I do know that it is 

dangerous. I am sending this to you, but I wrote it for myself, without any intention of 

giving it to you, so this is just me being honest with myself at this time. 

 Kim you don’t know how bad I just wanted to reach out and grab your hand 

Sunday at Panera while we were talking. It was so close to mine, separated only by my 

inhibitions (which I do think were appropriate at this point.) Perhaps I could have 

reached out at a couple points in the conversation, played it off as innocent contact, no 

big deal. But I don’t think I could have faked it.   

 Right now I am rubbed raw, emotionally, spiritually, electrically – I’ve been 

through the wringer, all my protective coatings have been stripped away, my inner wiring 

is torn and frayed and splayed open to the universe, and all this tumult and turmoil has 

built up an incredible electrostatic charge.  Like a massive thunderhead building in the 
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late summer sky, this charge is building to dangerous levels. It is going to arc in a 

massive lightning bolt, and 50,000 volts will be released. 

 I feel the same charge in you Kim – you’ve been through the same wringer. It is 

the same charge for the same reasons. 

 But it is also more. There are other reasons, reasons I don’t understand. You 

were brought into my life at this particular point, with so many similarities and synergies 

– it just feels that there is much that we are supposed to share, to give to each other, to 

learn from each other, to teach each other. The remaining questions only probe the 

depths to which we will share… 

 

 I don’t know who is cloud and who is tallest tree, but if I would have touched your 

hand – there would have been an incredible arc, a massive spark, a release of electricity 

that in no way could be mistaken for anything innocent. You would see that immediately 

in my eyes; I felt Sunday that I would have seen it in yours eyes, too.   

 And your eyes would draw me in, those big beautiful blue eyes, the gateway to 

your beautiful, compassionate soul, the portal to all that is you. 

 And our hands would clench, not wanting to let go, and our faces would draw 

near, and the entire world would melt away in the electricity of an unstoppable kiss.   

 And our barriers would crumble in that kiss, the dams we have had to build up to 

protect ourselves would burst, the floodgates would open, and there would be a 

tremendous outpouring of energy, of emotion, of relief.   

 And the passion, the unspoken taboo that we dance around, it could no longer be 

contained, it would be unleashed, and our bodies would tangle, they would become one, 

and we would be joined together in the most intense, blissful, primal - and pure – love.   

 The love of healing, the love of needing, the love of release, the love of lust, the 

love of each one still perfect to the other at this moment, the love of the blinding Light of 

destiny that brought us together for reasons that we will just have to trust, the love of 

broken souls mending, the most complete human expression of Love … 

 And to hold you in my arms afterwards, to pull you tight, to not be alone! To feel 

your body next to mine as heartbeats subside, as emotions return from heaven. And as 

our individuality returns, the reminder that two hearts can still beat as one will glow.   
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 And our arms will be a safe place to let the tears flow, together, afterwards; the 

tears of guilt, of betrayal, of missing and longing – they would all be okay with you, and 

only with you Kim, because you are feeling the same thing, because you understand.  It 

will be okay to cry, and it will be necessary, as necessary as our physical release. And the 

tears will be good…  

 

 And when two hearts have flowered together once again, when two bodies have 

come together as one, when the tears have mingled and dried - two souls, shattered and 

torn and frayed and splayed open to the universe, will be simply bathed in the Light… 

 

Joe 

 

Sent from my iPhone 
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“I DON'T KNOW WHAT I'm doing here...” she says.  

Kim’s hasty movements betray an edge of nervousness as she emerges from her 

car, now parked in my dimly lit driveway. The sky is a deep purple, almost black, the 

stars twinkling brightly in the darkness of a new moon only two days away. It is 

unseasonably warm for late fall, so I invited Kim over for an outside campfire upon her 

return from a weekend road trip to DC. The trees and our faces are lit only by the 

flickering orange glow from the flames. 

 “I don't know either, but I'm glad you are” I find myself saying.   

 Damn, that’s not the greeting I practiced in my mind. It was supposed to be 

something witty, something sitcom worthy, some humor to break the ice. I guess I am 

nervous, too. 

 So inexplicably, maybe to relieve her nerves (and mine), I pull her close to me in 

an embrace.   

 I certainly did not plan on an embrace - we have not even touched yet. But there is 

no better ice breaker than a genuine hug, as I learned in Zion. It just felt like the right 

thing to do, not in my mind, but in my heart. Just as inexplicably, she doesn't back away 

or resist.   

 We melt into each other, the top of her coming just to my chin, her head turned to 

fit neatly into my chest. The smell of her perfume and the campfire fills my nostrils, 

spinning my senses. There is a familiarity in this embrace. It is comforting, like 

welcoming back an old, dear friend. And the fit is perfect. I exhale deeply, eyes rolling up 

to the heavens before my lids close. 

 It is a long embrace, time disappearing, just like at Panera. And there is a spark, 

an electricity, a connection. Does she hear my stifled gasp? Can she feel my insides doing 

somersaults, can she sense the hair on the back of my neck standing on end, my heart 

beating wildly? She sinks deep into my arms, and exhales audibly.   

Yes, she feels it too. 

 It is a long overdue embrace. Clearly we have both struggled with this. How long 

after a spouse dies does one have to mourn, alone? How much time should there be 

before moving on? Kevin would tell us this is healthy, but those close to our deceased 

spouses would surely be upset. It’s funny, the divorcee is cheered on to start dating 
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before the papers are even dried, but the widow or widower is expected to troupe on in 

grievous solitude indefinitely.  

But we are hidden here, in the safety of the shadows. No one can see us. Our 

embrace quarters as much relief as comfort. It is a long hug. 

We finally pull apart, without words, but our gaze doesn’t break. Her eyes sparkle 

with the orange flashes of the fire, but also wide with the wonder of newness, promise 

and hope. We share a smile and a little nervous laughter, but the feeling of warmth and 

safety in each other’s arms dominates. There is a feeling of relief, too - the spark is 

indeed here. My sanity is safe for now at least. Sparks do exist. Certainly I did not believe 

that before. And certainly not after the events of this year would I have ever thought it 

possible again. 

 We move to the campfire and sit close on a bench, the fire warding off the slight 

chill. Kim confesses that she was unable to concentrate on much else this weekend except 

my letter. She concedes she understands what I am saying, that she feels the same pull, 

the same spark. Her confession is certainly confirmed in our unexpected embrace.   

 I watch her telling me the story of her weekend, in the firelight. A lone katydid 

still chirps its rhythmic call, slowly now. It is late in the season, well beyond a normal 

mating seasons' last chance for love, but he remains hopeful, still singing before the chill 

of winter sets in. My hand finds hers. Her skin is a soft counter to my rough calloused 

hands. The campfire crackles and shoots out sparks. Our fingers intertwine. 

 I am drawn into her eyes. They command my attention, a moth to a flame. They 

startled me the first time I met Kim, in the grief group. In the daylight, they sparkle blue, 

a deep sky blue, a perfect, clear, fall cloudless day after a long hot summer blue. They 

reflect the kind of clarity that stops you in the midst of a busy day, demands you notice, 

not for what is in the sky, but for what is not there – there is nothing to prevent me from 

getting lost in the blue.   

 Blue is the perfect color for her eyes too; for there is also a sadness there, too, a 

deep hurt, the pain of too much loss. These eyes have surely shed enough tears to fill an 

ocean, the same ocean that colors that perfect blue sky. At our age, in what we have both 

endured, sadness and pain are a permanent part of who we are, a feature that didn't have 

beauty in my youth. I didn't understand then that wrinkles and scars and far off stares tell 
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the story of who we are, much more than what we try to cover up with make-up and 

pretty clothes and fake smiles.   

 I've learned to take the time to hear the stories our scars tell, to share these stories, 

to feel the emotions that carved these wrinkles, these permanent hurts reflected in the 

edges of the deep blue. A subtle beauty resides there, if you're willing to look. It’s a real, 

genuine beauty. It's in the dark blue of the horizon, at the far reaches, in the places where 

we don't want to look – that's where our whole stories live. Kim's deep blues draw me in; 

I want to know her story, I want to feel it, I want to share in it. 

 We talk, in the campfire glow, earnestly, honestly, about our hurts and scars, so 

visible and so dominate in our lives right now. In the dark we don't need to hide from the 

pain of our losses, nor do we have to paint them in the pretty pictures of all is good, like 

in the daylight. All is not good, we are hurting. We have fears and flaws and regrets and 

scars and wounds still bleeding on the outside. We don't have to hide that with each 

other. It is good to share like this, honestly. It is freeing, it is liberating, it is okay to cry, it 

is okay to be sad. 

 And finally - it is okay to be hopeful, to dare to dream once again of better times. 

Only at the far fringes of hope has there even been a thought of life returning to 

“normal”, whatever that is. But maybe there is a glimmer, however small, that we can 

one day experience some joy again, some happiness again, maybe even some love and 

ecstasy again, if that is even possible. Even if it is brief, like my run in the desert. 

 Tonight there is the hint of possibility. In the warm light there is even a passion 

building, the taboo shadow I felt lurking even at our first meeting. I know her blue eyes 

are there, but they are masked tonight by the reflection of the orange fire, the spark 

tonight the flickering of a flame. A flame long since buried, perhaps even thought dead, is 

brought back to life by the strong wind of desire, a wind I also thought lost. It whistles 

through the trees, mixes with the song of the katydid, swirls the flames and sends red hot 

embers skyward, stirring the imagination, setting the table. 

 There is a knowingness tonight too, of what is happening here, of what is going to 

happen, of what is inevitable, despite my conscious decision earlier to not let anything 

happen tonight. Kim knows this too, she feels it; I know that. She feels it in our embrace, 

in our interwoven hands. Neither of us need to talk about it; it is just there.   
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 There is a lull in the conversation, and our eyes lock in the fire glow. Our lips 

meet in a kiss as natural and easy and comfortable as this whole night has been. But the 

sparks are off the charts, the electricity coursing now through circuits complete, hearts 

palpitating, all senses on full alert. Her lips are soft and warm, moist, sensuous, inviting. 

Our lips fit perfectly. The world melts away. 

 Shocked a bit by the inevitability of our kiss, she abruptly stops, and turns her 

body to face me. She takes both of my hands in hers, and looks deep into my eyes. I can 

see the earnestness in hers, and in her body language. This is important; I pay attention.  

In hindsight, she doesn't know where this is coming from, or why, having just met 

me. We’ve never had a discussion on anything beyond the moment, so it is strange she 

feels it is so important to have this conversation now. 

 “Listen Joe” she says, looking directly into my eyes, even as we hold hands. 

 “I don’t know where this will go, or even what I am feeling” she continues. 

 “But I do feel something, and it kind of scares me. I don’t know if we’re even 

allowed to feel anything yet.” She pauses. “But I do.” 

 “I do, too”, I confess, in a whisper. 

 “Will you just promise me one thing?” she asks. 

 “Will you just promise we will both be honest with each other? Fully honest?” 

 I can tell Kim is very sincere in her request. This isn’t just something she is 

making up. She is sincere in her conviction, a slight pleading in her voice, as if this 

directive is not her own, as if it is being channeled from somewhere else, like my writing. 

This is all she will ever ask of me, she say, full honesty. There will be no judgment on the 

topic, certainly we both know how fast life changes, how people change. It is not good or 

bad, it just is. 

 “Let's recognize that, let's just accept that this is how life works, and let's please, 

above all, just always be honest with each other. Fully honest.” 

 Honesty is a hard topic, a tough nut to crack, we both know that.  The numerous 

displays of my past dishonesty are way too close to the surface now. I have had to face so 

many of them, head on, squared up, in the bright light of day, over the past year. I hinted 

to this in the blog post on honesty, which caught Kim's attention. 

 Kim knows what I really meant with that post. She knows all about the dark 
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places within our hearts, the places we are afraid to show even ourselves. She knows 

intimately the pain of regret and the burden of our appetites when they threaten to hurt 

those closest to us. We are both approaching fifty, we've been through all the highs and 

lows of marriage and long-term relationships, the mistakes we wish we could take back, 

the vows that could only be upheld through lies, the errors of youth and the dangers of 

hubris, the forgetting and selfish callousness of growing up.  

 Kim knows now that a genuine relationship can only exists in the cauldron of 

honesty, real honesty - and that level of honesty takes courage. Honesty means not being 

afraid of endings too, as we have both so intimately learned over the years. Especially in 

death, we understand that we are only human, limited in our capacities to resist biology 

and our own desires and the deep dark wishes and fears and hopes and dreams that coil 

and recoil in the depths of our baser selves. Kim wants us to agree to recognize these 

truths, even the unpleasant one, upfront, to share these feelings and limitations as we are 

feeling them. Not after they manifest themselves into actions that cannot be taken back 

and covered by lies that can so easily crush a relationship, in a simple careless dash of 

dishonesty.   

 We have both experienced enough fear, enough hurt, enough deceit. We have 

been hollowed out to depths that only the tragedy of losing a spouse so young can, like 

only a half century of living and loving and making mistakes can do. We are completely 

unfilled now, totally empty, the low fuel light flashing. But the gift of this emptiness is 

that we can chose what will fill the hollow spaces of our souls. Kim is suggesting that no 

matter what we choose, we do it with honesty. 

 Of course we don't understand all of this right now, in the warmth of the fire, in 

the sound of the insects, in the touch of our hands. All we know now is that Kim's inner 

voice, her heart, is speaking. It is telling her, it is telling us, that this is important, that this 

is right for us. It is her cairn shimmering in the desert heat, and she is not sure at this 

point if it is a mirage or real. But she has been hollowed out to the point that she has 

nothing else left. And so she walks towards it.   

 I am just as hollowed out, just as bewildered, just as without a clue as to where to 

go next. I have no concrete cairns visible for miles, nothing but heat waves rising from 

the shambles of the wreckage of the death of my spouse, friendships dashed in the 
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wreckage of alcohol, the bonds between me and my boys hanging by a thread, the 

overwhelmingness of my duties and job and fears threatening to cut those tenuous cords. 

I have no direction, nowhere to turn, no cairns in sight, nothing to lose. So I follow Kim’s 

vision. 

 “I promise, Kim. Full honesty.” 

I take Kim's hand, I trust in her vision, I trust what she is feeling even though 

neither of us can explain why. I pledge full honesty to her always, in whatever capacity 

and direction our relationship may lead. Our pledge is sealed with a kiss. 

 

 The kiss trembles with the enormity of our pledge, but also steadies in the comfort 

of that same vow. We both mean it, from deep within our hearts, not knowing why. And 

in the benevolence of that kiss, in the warmth of full honesty and a roaring fire, a 

relationship is born, right here and now, completely unexpected, completely bewildering 

to both of us.    

 But it so, so right, more right than anything I have ever felt in my life, more 

comfortable and perfect than being cradled in my mother's womb. The entire universe 

now makes sense, and the culmination of a thousand lifetimes of relationships now 

reaches a new level.   

 The perfectness and comfortableness sucks us both in, and we can no longer 

resist; it is impossible. The sparks and electricity and passion have no holds anymore, the 

bars and fences trampled in the stampede of emotions that are now free to course through 

our every nerve ending. And they do, bubbling over in passion, pure passion, the most 

colorful emotion of God.   

 Inside now, in the dim lights of the basement, on the couch, her underneath me, 

another connection is made, the physical meets the emotional and begets the spiritual. 

The connection is perfect, a fit made for each other, parts that only the other can reach. 

The electricity overwhelming, the sensation no longer of this world, manifest in just pure 

color and energy. The lights flicker when we are done. And when we return to this planet, 

when we return to our tangled, naked embrace, amidst clothing hastily strewn about in 

the overwhelming desire to complete each other, when we return to the soul stares that 

reflect in each other’s eyes, the connection is still intact.  I am stunned. 
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 In the warm glow of the basement lights I watch her getting dressed. Goddess for 

sure, her back to me, shirtless, black bra, tight blue jeans; she can’t see the awe I do. She 

is pulling her hair up with one hand; a few strands escape and cascade down her neck, 

falling gently on her shoulders. I touch her, catching her off guard. Her back arches, and 

she freezes, like a statue, a classic beauty in white marble. I fall to my knees behind her, 

caress her perfect back, lightly trace the crease of her spine with my tongue, soft breath 

following.  

I wonder if she knows I am awestruck?   

She must; she has goosebumps… 
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 I'VE CHASED HUNDREDS of sunrises and sunsets, especially when lucky 

enough to be in redrock country. Those two times a day are special, a changing of the 

guard between darkness and light, between the ying and the yang of this beautiful Earth. 

Part of what makes it so special is the dance of light as it’s diffused through the 

additional atmosphere of the Earth’s curvature - the spectacular individual colors that 

make up lights’ whole are briefly, spectacularly, illuminated, running the whole ROY G 

BIV spectrum. 

 My favorites are the brilliant shades of reds and oranges and yellows, especially 

as they set the arches and canyons and redrock walls of the desert southwest aflame. 

Look at any southwest calendar, I bet three quarters of the pictures are from daybreak or 

dusk. Look at my own dining room wall, same thing.  The rocks breathe with fiery life at 

these times. 

  

 It is a week after that magical night. This evening, another sunset, far far from the 

redrocks. We are at a local park, not an exotic locale, we are just out for a picnic walk, 

sneaking away from duty for an hour. But the auburn glow of the redrocks is here now, 

dazzling, dancing in the hair of a fair maiden as the sun sets her hair aflame. 

 Her long auburn hair outlines her pretty face like a warm wooden frame around a 

special picture, a picture that brings back special memories. We don't have many 

memories yet, but there is a feeling that we are timeless, that we do have memories 

because we have been connected long before this moment, many lifetimes ago. Just as 

her hair takes me to the red rock desert now, the familiarity in this gaze, framed in 

auburn, reconnects our infinitude. 

 Again her eyes are an exact reflection of the blue evening sky and sparkle like 

shimmering stars. I am caught up in the stunning beauty of the whole picture, 

mesmerized and sucked into those eyes that stare back at me, shocked at the electricity of 

our simple touch. It is so simple, but it is so beautiful, as beautiful as those exotic 

landscapes that I chase, and it is right here, so close to me, so close to home, so close to 

my heart. 

  

 I knew I would chase sunsets after Debbie died. Maybe not immediately, maybe I 
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would wait until the boys had grown up and moved out. But I pictured myself out in the 

desert, the sparse, no one around for hundreds of miles desert, alone except for the far-off 

howling coyotes and nomadic tumbleweeds, watching the sunrises and sunsets. 

 I would be a hermit, living at the edge of the desert, only coming to town for 

supplies and occasional paid company, the crazy old self-exiled guy who keeps to 

himself, Obi-wan on Tatooine. But I wouldn’t be alone. The beauty of those deep rich 

colors, the magic of that time of day when the light connects everything, makes 

everything more colorful, more meaningful, that would have been enough 

companionship, I already know that. I would chase beauty and sunsets and unexplored 

trails and write books and read poetry to no one, living simply, living alone, keeping this 

beauty to myself. I fancied a nobleness in this pursuit of beauty. It would be all I needed, 

for I had loved, and loved well, I had the joy of a good marriage and the gift of two 

beautiful boys, and I shared many a spectacular sunset with my wife. I had for twenty-

seven years what many never have. Who am I to even dare to dream that I might one day 

again share a sunset with someone special?   

 It has not even entered my mind since my wife's passing. 

 Yet here I sit, enthralled by an ordinary sunset, shared with an extraordinary 

woman...  
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SHARED SUNSETS ARE still rare, the exception not the rule. We still face the 

overwhelmingness of single parent duties, and my job still chases me deep into the night, 

where sleep still eludes me. I am still swirling in fear in most areas of my life. But I have 

found some true comfort, though, sharing these feelings and fears with Kim, she truly is 

the only one who could possible understand them. And, she is usually awake herself in 

the middle of the night, when I reach out with a frantic text. 

 But I am also a bit afraid of this budding relationship with Kim, too. Is it too 

soon? Is it real, or are we just so raw from our losses? Were the light flickers in the 

basement Deb and John, and if so, was it approving or disapproving? I have too many 

regrets and guilt still, too many issues to work through. I share these feelings with Kim, 

too, in full honesty, and she admits to the same feelings, and again there is a level of 

comfort in these honest conversation that I could not get from anyone else in the world. 

 

There is another issue I must share with Kim, too. Another voice is calling me 

now, too, calling me again.  

It has been a year since my extraordinary experience in Zion, and the annual 

conference is coming up again. I try to explain to Kim what it was like last year, what I 

heard and experienced, of my vow and cairn offering, of the necklace that I shared with 

Deb last Christmas. I realize when I hear myself sharing out loud with Kim how 

outrageous it must sound, and Kim even admits later that she may have thought me off 

my rocker under different circumstances. But we are completely open and honest with 

each other, and my earnestness outweighs the incredulity of my tale. I like to think that a 

part of her believed my story right from the start. It doesn’t matter though, for once again, 

the moon and stars align and a spot opens up at the conference and babysitters are 

arranged for my kids and Kim gives her blessing to go, and lo and behold - I am back in 

Zion again... 
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 THE CANYONS AND redrocks and desert and the big sky and the mountains 

and the Watchman campground and the love and warmth and soul stares of extraordinary 

people welcome me back to Zion...ahh, it is a true homecoming this time! This time I 

enjoy the embrace of familiar, welcoming faces, and there is no fear walking through the 

canyons in the dark. 

 I understand now that Zion truly is one of my sacred places, a place for 

contemplation and meditation and escape and recharge, one of the places I go to to test 

myself, to find myself, to find my Truth, and to listen to my heart. It is the same desert 

where Jesus tested his humanness for forty days, the same cave where Mohammed 

retreated for a month of every year and where he received his visions, the same Bodhi 

Tree that the Buddha sat under and attained enlightenment, the same grove of trees where 

Joseph Smith, Jr. heard to his divine calling.   

 Is it just chance that all the great prophets go into the wilderness, to nature? 

Feather tells us “no”, after she provides the welcome and re-introduction to this sacred 

canyon, the welcome to all these sacred places around the world. She tells us that these 

places vibrate on a higher wavelength, with a higher energy, and that these vibrations can 

be measured, scientifically. And these canyons and trees are vibrating this weekend, 

welcoming us, waiting to share their gifts and energy with those who are open to receive 

it.   

A meditative, contemplative, open-minded group with good intentions, gathered 

around the giant Mother Cottonwood on the expansive lawn just outside the lodge where 

we meet, a group with respect for and awareness of the sacredness all around us – well, 

not only do we receive these vibrations, these gifts and energy – but we also give theses 

place energy. We actually raise the vibration of the sacred places themselves!  It is a give 

and take; it is creation.   

“Isn't that cool?” gushes Feather, her smile wide, her eyes beaming with 

enthusiasm. She has just shared a simple secret long hidden in plain sight, a secret her 

ancestors certainly knew, before they were forced into subjugation and hiding.  

Wow, it is a concept I have not considered, that I contribute to creation. She vows 

to share more of her ancient wisdom this weekend. 

 The next day, led by Feather, we pilgrimage to a sacred place right here in Zion, a 
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Native American birthing cave. It is above the canyons, on the high sage meadow plains 

of the Zion backcounty.   

Unbelievably, I have been here before, on my own. Seven years ago I did a week 

long  backpack trip with friends up through the Hop Valley, and we crossed these exact 

sage plains. We were actually stuck here for an entire afternoon while we rectified a 

planning error and retrieved some forgotten supplies. I vividly remember watching the 

big sky for hours, mesmerized. The smell of the sage and the high desert brings it all back 

clearly, and I remember the energy and pull of this place, which I didn't quite trust and 

certainly didn't understand. I don't think I would have appreciated the significance then 

anyway, if I knew of this special place, so close to where we were seven years ago. Ha, 

such is my meandering journey! Yes I have been here before, but I had different eyes; I 

didn't see then like I do now. My spine tingles, wondering what I will see now.  

 This time Feather is our eyes, and she points out the distant the rock formations 

from the road, and suddenly they do look like a giant turtle and an Indian lying down.  

Just seconds ago, certainly seven years ago, they were just rocks.   

“The turtle,” Feather explains, “is the giant tortoise of the Indian creation myths, 

associated with Mother Earth, and the lying down Indian is Father Sky.” 

 Feather leads us across the plateau towards an opening in the rocks. Getting 

closer, she points out the rock formation “midwives”, the phallic shaped rocks, and the 

ridge line that forms the legs and feet of mother Earth. The cave entrance itself is the 

womb of mother earth. Wow the entire panorama is the set of a fantastic movie, the story 

of creation, of life, if only we can see! And I see all of this now, as Feather explains it, as 

she points it out, with my eyes opened to a new perception. Seven years ago, we hiked 

right by this sacred place. 

 We enter the mouth of the cave, the opening in the rocks, and enter into a room 

that has been used by the Natives for thousands of years to bring new life into this world. 

The birthing cave is not big, it's an oval cave, almost like an amphitheater, and it is 

covered with ancient paintings and petroglyphs. A birthing scene is at the entrance, and 

there are very dark glyphs on the left that I would not have even noticed if Feather didn't 

point them out. These dark symbols are from the distant past, and there is also the “bat 

woman”, guardian of the mystics who can see in the dark, and Masau, an evil being who 
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was given a second chance. 

 On the back cave wall the glyphs are brighter yellow, representing the present. 

The main yellow character is a transitional figure with only four toes. “He is important”, 

Feather tells us, with flutists playing in his ear, which is up, signifying he is listening. He 

also has an array of dots above his head. There are figures in yellow, too, a snake dancer, 

and individuals with unique triangular shaped bodies, arms, legs and heads, and with at 

least one having flutists playing for him, too. The flute players give this cave its 

alternative name, the “flute cave. “ 

 Feather brings the flute cave to life. She has brought with her an authentic clay 

flute, a replica of the instruments used by the pre-Hispanic peoples of the Aztecs and 

Mayans of indigenous Mexico. Feather handles the flute like a newborn, delicate yet 

firm, sure, a master whose instrument is really an extension of herself. She begins to play. 

We sit in the dirt in rapt silence, in a hall just as pietistic as Carnegie. The notes 

emerge effortlessly, and float in the air, before reverberating off the cave walls, filling it, 

as if an ensemble was here. The notes are beautiful, angelic, cherubs stroking their harps 

on the clouds. Closing my eyes, I am transported across the eons, deep into my primal 

self, back to the point of my birth, our shared birth, our collective birth, bringing life to 

the birthing cave again, like it has been for countless lifetimes, for generations, over 

countless years.    

 When Feather is done, we sit in silence, like after waking from a dream, again 

moving across the eons, this time back to the present, reluctantly. Then she shifts, and 

continues her interpretation.   

 On the right side of the cave, the figures change to white or turquoise paint, 

representing the sky world. This is the spirit wall, with “T” symbols, a portal to the next 

world, and ghostly white figures, and a red shaman, and images of masks, our guides to 

the spirit world. 

 “This cave represents more than just a physical birth” Feather explains. 

“It is a place where one transforms, where one transcends, from the past 

underworld, to the current world, and then to the sky world.” 

Feather now performs a transformational ceremony, chanting and singing in her 

Native tongue, invoking the spirit not only of the cave and its history, but also of all of 
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us. We meditate again in this sacred place, awash in the powerful energy and ancient 

history of thousands of new beginnings and thousands of transformations.   

I can't help but feel I am here for this reason, I can't help but feel that I have 

traveled across a continent for this ceremony, to transform myself, that I need this 

ceremony for its permission to start over, to begin again, to let go and be baptized in the 

hope and promise of a new beginning myself. 

  

 In the cave, Feathers' words from earlier in the day roll around my head, her 

comments on the powerfulness of creating our own ceremonies. Feather reminded us that 

we are all part of Creation, we were all there at the beginning, as thoughts of God, the 

Creator. We were all there at the moment of the Big Bang, and this energy still flows 

through us, still gives us Life. So we, too, have the power to create our own ceremonies 

that are just as powerful as the one we are doing here in the birthing cave. 

 “Everyone is seeking their own personal vision” says Feather.   

“We are seeking a direct connection to the Creator, the connection that we have 

always had, but which has been taken away by our religions, who teach us that it was 

only their connection that is 'right,' and through our own limiting thoughts, our own self-

doubts, sown by the world, that we are not worthy.”    

 But people like Bill and Feather facilitate personal re-connections, through the 

sharing of their visions and gifts, as I have experienced firsthand. And nature facilitates 

this re-connection, too, teaches Feather, through her Native stories and ancient flute 

playing and bringing us to sacred places, like the birthing cave.   

“Activate your ancient Elder” she implores, “it's inside of you – you're already 

Divine.  It's time to start creating yourself.” 

 And isn't that exactly what I am doing? I think about my ceremony in the Virgin 

River last year, I remember the earnestness of it. I feel the power of it again. I also 

understand, right here, right now, that my ceremony, my vow to live from the heart last 

year, it was real, it is my path, it is my cairn in the desert, it is the true expression of 

myself, my Higher Self. We can create our own ceremonies, our own realities, our own 

lives, our own Love. I am doing that. The events of this last year have all been creating 

exactly what I have prayed for for so long. 
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 It hits me, too, that these ceremonies, these vows, they don't have to be in a 

birthing cave, or in a river named Virgin, or even in a church or temple. They can be in 

my own backyard, or in a car, or in any physical place in the world – as long as the 

genesis is in the heart. Just as Feather and Bill have said, just as I have felt... 

  

 The birthing cave certainly vibrates with an energy of the goddess, the feminine 

energy of life, of creation, of love creation. Feather explains that these rocks in Zion, 

these canyons carved into the sandstone, were once the bottom of an ocean, and the ocean 

is the place we go to to find love.   

 “We go to the city to find people, to the ocean to find love, to the mountains to 

find yourself, and  to the desert to find god” she explains. 

“And when you find god, you find who you really are.”   

It is ancient wisdom that Feather shares with us, passed down from her Elders. 

These water based rocks vibrate with the energy of the feminine, too. This place, these 

temples of Zion, are truly landscapes temples of the goddess. And the goddess is love, 

and love is the theme this weekend as the conversations continue with Bill.   

Bill invites us inside, to find love within ourselves, to find God within ourselves, 

and to recognize that the most sacred site of all - is us. We are amazing, divine beings, 

created in the likeness of God. And God is Love, this Earth is love, these canyons are 

love, the creatures of this canyon are love, we are love. The rhythms and movements, 

feeling and emotions of love, the nature, essence, purity, and unconditionality of love, the 

heartbreaks and joys of love, it is all here. Love is our very essence. Living, and giving 

life to love, as it lives in our hearts, and magnifies in the energy of our heart, as it moves 

out not just to those around us, but to ourselves, this beautiful Self - is love. We are 

invited to feel this love, to receive it, to know it, to drink it in this weekend. 

  

 Love also exists to be shared, to be explored with others, and Bill is led to share 

his thoughts on intimate love.  

A friend of his was getting married, for the third or fourth time, and he asked Bill 

for advice, on how he could be more present in his new relationship. 

 So Bill thought about this, mulled it over, meditated about it, reflected on his 
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thirty-five year relationship with his precious wife Donna (whom he obviously adores, 

the evidence in his kind words and actions towards her, and in the special look he 

reserves only for her  - even after thirty-five years!) And he called upon his experience as 

a marriage counselor, as a psychologist, as a Catholic priest, and as a mystic. And he 

presented to his friend a gift, the eleven principles of truly intimate relationships. I am as 

blown away as his friend's wife was, who called to thank him years later for sharing this 

gift, because it truly transformed him and his relationship. 

 The first principle is to adore this precious person as the “god” or “goddess” of 

your life, as a pure gift given to you by Love itself—even in the face of any 

psychological or societal considerations that might call you to a different approach. I am 

shocked awake, because I have been calling Kim a goddess for a while now. And of 

course Kim and I face societal pressures from folks who judge us as moving on too soon 

after our spouse’s deaths. 

 Bill also advises that we need to be clear about and remind ourselves of the 

soulful truth of this sacred relationship—its deep wisdom, its purposeful meaning in our 

life, its true invitations - and let that truth guide our every thought and action in relation 

to our partner. Oh wow – full honesty! The principal that Kim is so adamant about, 

though she doesn't know why. 

 And finally Bill tells us that we always need to ask our hearts (more than our 

minds) how it feels and what it suggests in relationship with your partner. Holy cow, my 

vow last year to live from my heart, to live in love...wow! 

 Bill doesn't go into all eleven principles, as the conversation meanders and he 

really only wants to make his points about the three he shares. But on breaks, between 

lectures, he is asked more about the principles, is pressed for more information – clearly 

there is a desire from many folks here to hear what these principles are. And so the entire 

gathering gets a paper copy of the Eleven Principles for Truly Intimate Relationships, For 

Those Who Are Ready. 

 

 I am stunned, left shaken by what I hear, by what I read. All I can think about is 

Kim. We have stumbled upon some of these things because they have felt right, because 

we are hollowed out and no longer know what to do, so we have just been following our 
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hearts. Maybe we are onto something, maybe our hearts know what to do, we just have to 

listen. Maybe we are being guided by the Divine, maybe we are soulmates from a 

thousand lifetimes ago, and our reunion, finally, is the soulful cause of all the pure JOY 

that we genuinely feel so deeply when we are together. Maybe it is time to let go of our 

doubts, to let go of the world telling us it is too soon, that this is just the byproduct of our 

grief and losses. Maybe it is time to just embrace this relationship, just feel it, and just 

love it for the most precious gift that it is. Certainly this is an important cairn! 

 

 My heart is singing and my soul is soaring here in the canyons.  Maybe that's it, 

maybe that's what this is all about – love! Certainly Debbie knew that – look at the love 

she put into everything. Unconditional love, in everything she did, whether it was making 

peanut butter sandwiches for the boys' lunches or ironing clothes or living with a 

difficult, lost husband. Maybe the Beatles were right, “Love is all you need.” Maybe that 

is the whole point of this crazy life, Love and feeling it, Love and experiencing it, Love 

and making it, Love and making it better, Love and making it deeper. Until you 

surrender, until you become Love, and finally, you become unconditional Love, if you 

are lucky enough while living in these three dimensions. But even if you don't in this 

lifetime, you will certainly be returned to the Unconditional Love of the Creator when the 

time is right.   

  

 I think of my vow, to live from the heart, not from the head, to live in love. I am 

bursting now. I want to live in the deepest, most heartfelt and genuine expression of Love 

that I can create... 
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 THIS YEAR, I DO not trek to the top of Angel's Landing; I fly on the wings of 

my heart. Of course it is just as magical as last years' hike, but this year it is buoyed by 

rebirth and love. My legs do not feel the elevation gain, the conversations shared along 

the path with these wonderful folks is inspiring and soulful, the scenery is of course 

spectacular, and all of my burdens are left by the river as we ascend into the clouds.   

 I think about the messages that I have received this weekend. And just like last 

year, the message seems personal, tailored and gift-wrapped and delivered just to me. 

Last year's talks focused a good bit on death, words I so needed to hear, and this year's 

talks focus on rebirth and love. They are the magic words that my heart and soul needs to 

hear.   

 Magic is always a part of these weekends in Zion, with Bill and Feather and the 

Center for Soulful Living and these wonderful clear-eyed folks. And of course there is 

magic to behold at a special place where angel's land. 

 

 Debbie would have loved to have heard these wonderful words of wisdom and 

love, though she knew much of it. She would also have loved to see the magic blooming 

in me, to have witnessed the shedding of some of my blinders and armors, and to have 

seen firsthand the growth of my heart, again. I miss her... 

 But she is here.   

Near the top of Angel's Landing, when the narrowness of the trail forces me to 

hang on to chains to prevent a fall 1,400 feet to the Valley below, a huge shadow passes 

over me. Oh my, a California Condor, the largest bird in North America! Just like the one 

I wished to appear in the Grand Canyon, but this one so close I can almost touch the 

white marking of its' giant wings, see its naked head, hear the wind whistling through her 

primaries when she dips close enough to me, as if in acknowledgment. 

 Feather told us her people believe birds are the special people in our lives that 

have passed on. Feather sees her deceased daughter in the red-tailed hawk. I see Debbie 

in this rarest of birds. There are only 200 or so of these magnificent birds left in the wild, 

these birds that once roamed with the dinosaurs but now hang on to survival in the 

present by a toehold, and only with the help of intensive human intervention. There are 

only a few here in the Zion canyons. Yet one is here with me, at this exact time, at this 
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exact, sacred place. One has even acknowledged my presence. 

 I follow the bird, with its ten-foot wingspan, as it dips over the rocks and 

disappears below the Landing. At the edge of the cliff, she has perched in a large 

ponderosa pine – but she is not alone. Another California Condor is perched next to her. 

What are the chances of two California Condors being here with me? What are the 

chances a pair would be here? 

 Maybe the same chances that Debbie's grave would be right next to John's... 

 

 Part of Kim’s initial note shocked me, and I couldn't get the chills from the 

“coincidence” of John and Deb being neighbors in the cemetery out of my mind. Indeed, 

I had often wondered before about the other fresh grave next to Debbie’s when I visited. I 

wondered who grieved for that person, who visited and left the flowers and tears, who 

shared the same grief and pain I was feeling. There were no headstones yet, just a marker 

from the funeral home, until tombstones could be designed and carved.  

After Kim’s note, I often sat on the hill in Plum Creek cemetery, above the creek 

and under the big oaks, and thought about the significance, if any, of their burial 

proximity. A part of me wants to believe it is fate. A part of me believes it is simply 

coincidence. But if we are Creators, as Feather preaches, then it is our choice what to 

believe. Life has more beauty, more meaning, I am learning, if we choose to see God in 

everything. 

  

I have this vision, clear as day, a vision of Debbie and John, young and healthy 

and in their prime, big hair and even bigger smiles as they introduce each other and share 

conversation and a beer or two sitting on that beautiful hillside above Plum Creek, 

between the dogwoods and below the towering oaks. Bathed in the light and the love, 

they are whole, they are happy, they are aglow. Laughter and honesty are exchanged 

easily. 

 But they also still so love their families, and don’t want to leave for their sake. As 

they look down at our pain, at our struggles, which they now understand is necessary for 

our growth, they still want to help, as was both their nature. So they concoct a plan, to 

guide us, to help us to help each other, to help our children. The signs are so obvious that 
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even two headstrong survivors, hearts shattered, souls torn and  frayed and splayed open 

to the universe, and heads finally empty, pay attention.  

 I choose this explanation of their gravesites now. 

 

 And just like my vision of John and Debbie sitting together on the cemetery 

hillside, I see them both here with me now, too. They are both again in their glory, this 

time as North America's largest, most majestic birds, soaring effortlessly on invisible 

thermals, a prehistoric creature spanning the width of time and space, a symbol of the 

eternity of Love and our enduring Light. Tears well up and roll down my cheeks, and I 

pray with Debbie and John, in the glory of Zion, in the covenant of a life lived from the 

heart, for a life lived in love.   
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 THE CELEBRATION AT THE end of the conference this year again ends in 

the Virgin River, but this year it is not solo, but shared. The river is just as icy, just as 

cold as we immerse ourselves, completely naked, in the rushing, cleansing water. There 

are about a dozen of us from the CSL weekend gathered along the rocky banks, mixed 

company too, but there is no sexuality associated with it, just a freedom, a real freedom 

so absent from our lives most of the time. Naked in the wilderness, one of Mark Twain's 

greatest pleasures. Mine too, the shedding of our cares and inhibitions, right down to 

God's intended glory, before we burdened ourselves with guilt and shame and kicked 

ourselves out of the Garden of Eden.   

 This sense of freedom comes from what we have heard and learned and shared 

here this weekend, the freedom of truth, the freedom of burdens left in these canyons. 

And there is hope, that we don't have to pick these burden back up, that we don’t have to 

shackle ourselves with doubts and fears, that we are worthy of love, that love is worth it, 

that love conquers all, even death. 

 The river washes over me completely, senses on overload, shocked into the 

moment, this glorious moment. It is a baptism into new beginnings, a poignant turning 

point recognized, slates washed clean. And in the place of doubt and fear, there is the 

excitement of a blank page waiting to be written. No rules, no bounds, the story mine, 

just go ahead and create whatever my heart desires. 

 All the teachings and learnings and explorations of the weekend, of this journey, 

of my greater journey, they are all condensed into the sheer joy of being alive, naked, in 

this river, the sheer overwhelmingness how good this life can be, the feeling of freedom 

and fove, the release into the river of life... 
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 I ALMOST CANNOT BELIEVE what I have heard and felt in Zion, again. A 

whole weekend focused on rebirth and renewal, and love, real love, love of myself, love 

of others, love of the rocks and rivers and sky and universe. And the love of those who 

are really special to us. 

 I cannot wait to share with Kim what I've heard, what I've felt, what I've learned. 

The soul stares, the warmth in the hugs of strangers, the comfort of sleeping in the bosom 

of the Watchman campground again, the experiences in the birthing cave and on Angel's 

Landing, and especially the Eleven Principles of Intimate Relationships.   

 Incredibly, she listens to what this crazy man has to say, she doesn't shrink from 

my hair-brained thoughts, or run for the hills to get away from this wild-eyed man who 

sees angels in ugly vultures.   

 No, she doesn't just accept blindly what I say, either. Kim is incredibly intelligent, 

now a top-notch defense lawyer. She is also a tough cookie, a very strong woman. 

Intelligence combined with hard work, now that's the recipe for success in this three 

dimensional world. And Kim is very successful, too, she has truly earned the respect of 

her colleagues the old fashioned way – through hard work and perseverance. Earning this 

level of respect and success in a normal situation is challenging enough for most – but 

Kim has had to overcome obstacles that would leave most defeated. 

 

Kim grew up in a small Pennsylvania coal mining town, and after working night 

shifts in a factory for two years beyond high school, decided she wanted more out of life. 

On her own, with no help or support from her family, she gained admittance to the 

University of  Pittsburgh. She worked full time while studying, and in only three years 

was the first in her family to graduate from college. Her grades were good enough to be 

accepted to the prestigious Georgetown University Law School, where she would 

graduate at the top of her class. But not before she would be forced to confront who she 

truly was. 

A year from graduation, a year from the culmination of all her efforts, a year from 

the big payoff that she had mortgaged her future for - her live-in twenty-seven year-old 

boyfriend John is rushed to the hospital after suffering a seizure. The doctors deliver the 

worst possible news.  
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Holy shit, what a body-blow! Kim, at twenty-eight, was now at crossroads that no 

one should have to face. It is certainly not fair to someone who has just pulled herself up 

by her own bootstraps, out from her humble blue-collar town beginnings to being on the 

cusp of the good life. A law degree from Georgetown, for Christ's sake, so close, and 

with it all the promise and rewards and riches she has worked so hard for, that she so 

deserves! The world soon to be at her feet. 

That world crashes down now in front of her. The destruction is wrought by a few 

life changing words handed down from the cold men in the white coats, with the force of 

a judge delivering a wrongful life sentence. “You have a malignant brain tumor.” John is 

given less than two years to live. 

 Decisions have to be made; life's hardest decisions.  

 

"It is our choices…that show what we truly are, far more than our abilities", says 

Dumbledore to Harry Potter.  

It is true, I keep coming back to this line when I think about what Kim must have 

faced at this time in her life, what we all struggle with when life conspires to force us into 

the hardest decisions. 

 Who are we? Are we the person that is easy to like when things are comfortable? 

Are we the person that we can’t stand when we are weak, when we mess up? What 

defines us? Is it our education, our job, or our roles as daughter, wife, mother, worker, 

servant, patient? Does what we do define who we are? Is it how much money we make, 

or what we do for a living? Or is it how we chose to live, how we treat others, what we 

believe in, what we spend our free time doing? 

 I think Dumbledore is right. It is our choices that most reflect who we really are, 

deep down, in our souls. Because we all have free will. We can choose to face our 

challenges, or we can choose to to walk away. 

The traditional choices are easier – what to study, who to marry, what path to 

follow – because the consequences are not dire or imminent. We think we can undo these 

choices if they don’t pan out. But our path is incontrovertibly altered as soon as we make 

these choices, easy or hard. It changes our way, which changes who we are. These paths 

are necessary, though; they offer us the opportunity to decide who we really want to be. 
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But it is in the pressure cooker of the hardest choices, where no one can help us, 

where no advice is right or wrong, where no advice can be given, that we are striped 

down to our essence. This is where we are truly revealed. 

  

 Kim makes the choice to stick with John. She chooses to love him completely, 

even with his illness. She chooses to take care of him, to nurse him through the hell of 

living with brain cancer, with its operations and treatments and loss of dignity, a full time 

job in itself, even as she finishes law school and lands a demanding job at a prestigious 

law firm. She chooses to marry him, even with his brain tumor. She even chooses to start 

a family with him, as his illness miraculously recedes, though still knowing that she 

might one day have to raise her two children alone. Indeed, John ended up living twenty-

one years beyond that initial diagnosis. There were many good years, where Kim and 

John and her children were able to enjoy life and love as normal as possible for many of 

those years.  

I know that Kim’s hard work and relentless determination contributed to this 

miracle. But I can’t also help to think that Kim’s unconditional love was the inspiration 

for John to carry on for so long. Kim knew the power of the love we talked about in Zion 

well before I did. 

It would have been so easy for her to walk away, to take all the rewards she had 

coming and enjoy the good life she was on the cusp of attaining. Just walk away and not 

look back. No one would blame her. 

 But she didn't. 

 

It is not the easy choice, of that I'm sure. I am sure she has doubted herself many 

times, especially when the cancer kept coming back, when the motor functions started to 

erode, when an illness as insidious as brain cancer robbed her of the person she knew and 

fell in love with, before the disease. When it reduced Kim, in the prime of her life, to a 

chauffeur, to a babysitter, to a caretaker to the person who vowed to be her equal partner 

in a life together. When love had receded into the dark recesses of memory, lost to a 

terrible disease, while the body keeps going, biology oblivious to the emotions and 

intellect that can no longer keep up.   
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 I wonder if Kim could have foreseen the depths of the dark places her choices 

would lead, into the nightmare of long-term care-giving and single parenthood and the 

abject loneliness of watching the person closest to you slip away, cell by cell? She has 

shared with me some of these depths, in late-night breakdowns and in the nightmares that 

still wake her, that still haunt her, that will always haunt her. I listen as best I can, but 

these trials and lessons are hers and hers alone to fully bear. And they have changed her, 

shaped her, scarred her, and made her who she is today, much more than the all the good 

lessons of a lifetime.  

I know Kim would never want to experience those depths again, but I also know 

she would not change what she has lived through, because it has made her the person she 

is now. There is a realness there, a genuineness, borne of those depths. I feel the same 

way about my trials. 

 But it is how she has reacted to being locked in the dark rooms of her soul, to the 

challenges that have pushed her far past her limits, that has most inspired me. I see it time 

and again, in how she handles the daily challenges with her girls, the same challenges 

that I face. Kim faces them with so much more grace and acceptance. Maybe this is 

because she has traveled this road longer than I have, her spouse’s illness much longer 

than mine. This gives me hope and strength too – maybe all I need is time and practice.   

 I see it in the the way she is so steadfast and honest with me, too, with the way 

she is so loyal to the friends and family who truly love her, dropping everything in her 

busy life if they need her, people always first. And I see it in the way she gets up 

everyday and does the laundry and feeds the pets and the kids and cleans the house before 

the rest of her neighborhood even has a light on. She then goes to work all day only to 

come home with an unfinished brief under her arm, to be continued on commercial 

breaks while watching TV with her girls, and in between more laundry and dish doing 

and house maintaining, far into the late evening hours, until hers is once again the only 

house in the neighborhood with a light still on. Utterly exhausted now, she drops into bed 

bone tired after another long, long day. Even then, she still has a smile for me and time 

for a quick phone call goodnight.   

  

I wonder where this energy comes from, the same energy exhibited by my 
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mother, who faced the same challenges and still brings the same energy to her kids and 

grand kids. Truly I have been blessed to be surrounded by such strong women in my life. 

I recognize that women are much better at enduring long-term pain than I am, than men 

generally are, because they see that love needs this, it needs to incubated and be fired in 

the trials of life to be real, and it needs energy to grow and bloom. I have been shielded 

from this most for of my life, but it is necessary for me to learn it now, to grow my 

nurturing, loving side more; for my boys' sake, for my sake, to honor my vow to Debbie, 

to honor the vow I made to myself in the desert. I could not have asked for better teachers 

than my mother and Debbie and Kim. 

 I recognize now, going through these same trials, that this is courage, true courage 

– this is what drove Debbie to give her youngest son the best birthday party she could 

nine days before she died, this is what drove Kim to honor her choices, this is what drove 

my mom to carry on and raise us, and now her grand kids, the best she can. Not many 

would make these decisions, and then stick with it, live it, through the highs and the 

lowest of the lows. And given what these decisions have meant, the unforeseen 

challenges no one should have to face – this courage is truly breathtaking. 

 

 Certainly John knew this, too, and he surely loved Kim with all of his heart, all of 

his soul, all of his being. Certainly he was as awed and humbled by Kim's decisions, too. 

And certainly he recognized that she didn’t have to stick by him, but that she chose to. 

No wonder he held on with everything that he had, to make sure he did his best to honor 

his choice to love her, to adore her, with everything he had, too, until the very end.   

 John knew how much she absolutely loved him, because in the end the bedrock 

evidence is in our choices. Kim chose to stand by John even with a terminal diagnosis, 

she chose to bear him children she is now raising by herself, children John will not see 

grow up. She chose to take him to endless doctor visits, to follow up on every new hope 

and treatment, to clean up after him, to take care of him when he could no longer take 

care of himself, to sacrifice her career if necessary, sacrifice her own sleep and well being 

and health for him, for his children. And John knew that to be loved by someone like that, 

to that extent, to that depth of commitment and truth – that is the most we can ask for in 

this life. That is the love of Zion. 
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 Clearly Kim has followed her heart when it mattered most, when her entire heart 

was on the line. She is truly blessed in many ways by these decisions, despite the 

heartache and pain and despite the temptation to just run away. Though these trials and 

hardships are life's most painful, the choices of how to deal with them make us who we 

are. And once we learn from our challenges and recognize their gifts, we know we 

wouldn't trade who we are today to have avoided them. 

 Kim has seen enough of life's underbelly to be jaded, if she would choose to be. 

Or cynical, heart-hardened even; her heart has been stomped on too many times, no one 

would blame her if she chose to not risk opening it again.  

But she chooses to keep it open. 

 

 And her mind stays open now too, listening to this crazy man just returned from 

the desert, filled with fantastic visions and new-age gooble-de-gook. No, she doesn't 

necessarily buy it, she needs to sit with it for a while and come to her own conclusions, 

weighed on her own scale, seen through her life lenses. But she respects the earnestness 

with which I spew, she listens attentively, and she doesn't send me away.   

 Because there is something very special here, something that we share, something 

in our hearts, something that we can't explain, a connection that is beyond anything either 

of us has ever experienced. We don't know what it is, but we have both been hollowed 

out enough that we are willing to at least look down this path, to where these cairns are 

pointing. And when we open up to these ideas, ideas that are so much bigger than 

ourselves, so much bigger than the narrowness we have been taught...well, that is the 

only place where these feelings fit.   

 

 Everything that I've heard and learned in Zion – is reflected back to me in Kim's 

eyes. And everything that I felt in Zion - is absolutely, undeniably, reflected in our 

incredible touch... 
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 ”PASSION IS NO ORDINARY word” sings Graham Parker.   

Indeed, I had no clue what true passion was, through my first forty-six years. Four 

hours together tonight. It’s three in the morning when these two crazy kids finally, 

reluctantly, disentangle. Pure bliss. There is tenderness, for sure, my fingers lightly 

caressing her cheeks, my hands through her hair, and just the touch of her soft skin 

tingles. But there is also a subtle intensity, a simmering boil, that is just so delicious; if it 

were a color, it would be purple. We are together, completely together. I want to prolong 

it, string it along, let the slow simmer bring out all the exotic flavors, let the anticipation 

build to thunderous proportions. And it does, oh my god, does it! She is under me, she is 

with me, she is inside of me and me inside of her. We cannot get any physically closer.   

 And then the heat is turned up, and this long simmering boil explodes, completely 

escaping the pot and spilling all over the stove in an outpouring of incredible energy. It is 

so intense. I am transported to another place, I don’t know where, just a place of deep, 

dark, purple. So alive! Jesus, so good! I hope I don’t crush her or compact her in an 

uncontrollable fit of passion, but I truly cannot help it, and she seems to come through it 

unscathed, even wanting more.   

 But my god, it is good, better than anything I have ever experienced, because 

there is a physical connection, deep inside of her, that neither of us have ever experienced 

either. There is a place that I reach inside of her, in the heights of our passion, that 

unleashes a spark, an electricity that we both feel, a buzzer that sets off orgasms off the 

pleasure chart. A deep spot, a mythical place that neither of us knew existed, is connected 

because our fit is perfect, because we are truly made for each other... 

 

 I still often wonder where this came from, and if all of it is real, or is it somehow 

just the response to our grief? Certainly grief is a part of it; that is what has hollowed us 

out. I think that our grief has left us like fresh plowed soil, our insides turned out. It has 

created the most fertile, perfect conditions for the planting of this most incredible 

experience. It is the most intense, passionate, compassionate, and tender love that I could 

ever imagine. I only want for her to be around me, always.   

I certainly recognize, right now, what an incredible gift this is, what an incredible 

gift Kim is, and how this might be a once in a lifetime opportunity to just share in the 
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intensity of love that can only reach the heights that we are feeling because of our grief, 

our healing, and our busted openness right now. My heart has no bounds right now, and it 

is just bursting forth in the most pure, genuine intense love. I am experiencing, right now, 

the love that was talked about in Zion.   

 How can this be? Gibran says it best, again: 

 

Joy and Sorrow 

 

Your joy is your sorrow unmasked. 

And the selfsame well from which your laughter rises was oftentimes filled with 

your tears. 

And how else can it be? 

The deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain. 

Is not the cup that holds your wine the very cup that was burned in the potter’s 

oven? 

And is not the lute that soothes your spirit, the very wood that was hollowed with 

knives? 

When you are joyous, look deep into your heart and you shall find it is only that 

which has given you sorrow that is giving you joy. 

When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth 

you are weeping for that which has been your delight. 

Some of you say, :Joy is greater than sorrow.' and others say, “Nay, sorrow is the 

greater.” 

But I say unto you, they are inseparable. 

Together they come, and when one sits alone with you at your board, remember 

that the other is asleep upon your bed. 

Verily you are suspended like scales between your sorrow and your joy. 

Only when you are empty are you at standstill and balanced. 

When the treasure-keeper lifts you to weigh his gold and his silver, needs must 

your joy or your sorrow rise or fall. 
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 But passion is a white-hot flame. It burns quickly, and its intensity cannot last 

forever, can it? Other things can and do, though. It’s only when the sun has set that the 

beauty of the stars is revealed. To fall back from passions’ intense embrace, there is no 

better place to land than in the bedrock arms of love. 

 We both had our doubts as to whether either of us would ever be able to say “I 

love you” again, with conviction. And I am 100% certain neither of us would have 

expected to be able to say it anytime soon. But the wise prophet Kahill Gibran also 

advises that “When love beckons to you, follow him.” I am trying, really trying, to not 

“let the thoughts that come from the mind get in the way of the feelings that come from 

the heart.”  My heart knows it loves Kim's heart. I accept in my heart that I have loved 

her since our first Panera talk – I couldn’t have written those words if I didn’t.   

 But getting my head around this has been a lot harder – this just can’t be, can it?  

Certainly Kim understands these struggles too. Our heads both understand the courage it 

will take to say “I love you” for the first time. Luckily, the mind has no say in matters of 

our hearts. 

Wrapped in the joy of each other’s arms, in the joy of her underneath me, of our 

naked bodies pressed together, Kim with me, me with her, I will never forget staring into 

her eyes as her heart whispers “I love you, Joe.”  

Chills run up and down my spine, tears well in my eyes, pure joy fills my heart.  

“I love you, too, Kim.” 

I am humbled. But mostly, I am just accepting of this wonderful, beautiful gift – 

there is nothing else more precious that we can give away than our love. Thank you, dear 

Kimberly, for choosing to share it with me. 

 I seems impossible to give it away now, so fresh from being shattered and broken 

– but it is so genuine. Our hard, protective shells, so necessary most of the time to protect 

the precious fragile heart inside, have been split open and discarded. We have to trust that 

this is because the time and conditions are right for germination and growth. I can 

certainly feel my heart growing, glowing, bursting with the joy of being alive, the joy of 

love, the unconditional love of Zion. 
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 But the passion and intensity doesn't abate either, as the weeks and months go by. 

Now we’ve gone and just made a complete mess of the kitchen. The pots have all boiled 

over, the countertops have been cleared of utensils and dishes, swiped to the floor in 

uncontrolled fits of urgency. The teapot is screaming…Jesus, sex in a car? In a public 

parking lot? Like freakin’ teenagers?!?! Outside in the winter snow?  We're nearly fifty 

years old!   

True, but ahhhh, it is so, so much better now. There is no awkwardness, no 

shyness, no shame from being young and playing by everyone else's rules – we make the 

rules now. Instead of shame and guilt, there is a comfort in each other’s arms that allows 

for this insatiable desire for what we both want, for what we both need, for what is so 

damn good. My god, Kimberly, do I want you! My god girl, do I love you! 
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THE MAJORITY OF MY time, though, is away from Kim, and it is certainly 

not all pleasure. I still have too many challenges. 

The pressures of my job is still unrelenting, the work crisis' non-stop. My house is 

falling apart. Shingles lie in the yard from the last storm; I need a new roof. I also need 

new siding to replace the chunks of rotted cedar that the woodpeckers are shaving off. 

Someone needs to clean this pigsty, too, I come home to a mess every night, and the boys 

are falling behind in their grades and school work. The inability to sleep has returned 

again, too, with a vengeance, putting everything back into a fog. And dammit I still have 

not designed and purchased a tombstone.  

My life is a series of cliff jumps now. Everything is just coming at me too fast. As 

soon as I climb out of the water from one jump, a new crisis forces another. There are too 

many jumps, some of these from dizzying heights. Sometimes it doesn’t even feel I’m 

jumping, but being forcibly pushed. There is never any relief or down time, never any 

breaks, the job and kids and pets and house requiring constant attention.  

The emotions begin to pile into each other like a high speed train wreck, just too 

fast to stop, too fast to even process. Most of the cars in this pile up are simply 

overwhelmingness, the feeling of being underwater, the place where the pressure is the 

worst and doesn’t seem to end, where things are truly the darkest and where rest and 

relief are pummeled into oblivion.  

So far after every jump, I’ve made it back to the surface. I know from previous 

jumps that I will survive, but each jump still requires me to process the train wreck of 

emotions. There is no way around it, only through, like Kevin tell us about grief. But it is 

tiring, it is draining. I am exhausted. I just wish the jumps would stop for a while. Let’s 

just slow this down a bit, can we? Let’s spend some time lounging on the beach, or 

relaxing in a boat floating on the calm tensile surface, enjoying the warmth without the 

thrills. I just want to return to the mundane ordinary that I didn’t appreciate when I had it. 

Maybe now I will appreciate it, and maybe that’s part of the lesson.  

Or perhaps cliff jumping must simply be mastered, too. Look at the graceful high 

divers breaking the water with nary a ripple from 30 meters; surely they were just as 

terrified as I was on their first jump. Perhaps with the right support, teachers, mentors, 

and with love and faith, these jumps will become manageable, maybe even enjoyable. 
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Maybe someday I’ll learn to break the surface gracefully, too, instead of kicking and 

flailing and screaming the whole way down like I do so often now. But it seems an ocean 

between now and then. 

 

Kim is cliff jumping, too. Her job and her house and her children are just as 

demanding, and she is pushed daily from her cliffs, too. She seems to handle it better than 

I do, having had to take care of a sick spouse for many many years. She has learned so 

many of the cliff jumping lessons that I am still working on. I look at the grace and 

courage with which she does this, and hope someday I can do the same. 

We do share a cliff that is new to both of us - the first holiday season without our 

spouses. I am the first to crack, the new pressures of decorating and buying presents and 

getting ready to host the Christmas Eve party all foreign to me, and added on top of all 

my other responsibilities.    

One gray winter Saturday, two weeks before Christmas, just now starting my 

shopping, it all feels like too much. Kim is just as busy, I know, but I ask if she can 

please meet me for a cup of coffee.  

“Of course” she says, and drops everything, because “it's people that are 

important, no matter how busy you are.” 

I am literally shaking with nerves by the time she arrives at Panera. I am 

completely distracted, fenced in by my fears and free falls, and as far from the present 

moment as one can be. I start to tell Kim all I feel I have to do, my voice rising. In the 

grip of fear, I spill my coffee all over our table when I try to pick it up with my shaking 

hands. 

Kim calmly cleans up my mess, gets me a refill, sits me down and just holds my 

hands as the tears flow. No words are even necessary; she knows how I feel. The patience 

of her touch, the calmness of her stare deep into my eyes, and the warmth of her embrace, 

lets me know that all will be okay. 

I am there for Kim, too. A few nights later, the holiday pressure breaks her down. 

In the middle of a bad night, she shares some of the terrible stories of John’s long illness, 

of the pure hell she has had to endure, mostly on her own. She tells me of the heart-

wrenching pain that must be kept inside because others are in more pain, and she must be 
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strong for them, for her children. But she can't keep all in forever. It all has to come out 

sometime, or she will explode, or go crazy. The long late night phone conversation lasts 

until the wee hours, but I am truly honored that Kim has chosen to spill her guts to me. 

We somehow even survive the holiday cliffs. It is much, much harder than either 

of us could have ever anticipated. I am not sure how we would have made it without each 

other, though. We are learning to lean on each other. 

 

Things get worse, much worse, for Kim after the holidays. A health crisis 

involving one of her daughters drags her back down to the bottom-most depths, leaves 

her shaken and shattered once again, another tragedy no one should have to endure. And 

for a  few weeks, the outcome is not known, the murkiness of the depths of the cold dark 

water pulling her down, not letting her go, her oxygen levels getting dangerously low as 

she tries desperately to swim for the surface that never seems to get any closer. 

But Kim is a fighter, she won't give up. She gets up each and every day and 

carries on, as best she can, even with daily trips to the hospital now added. It amazes me, 

inspires me. I try to support her as best I can, like she has to me, just holding her hand 

and listening when she is shaking and spilling her coffee.  

One night Kim asks me to meet her, for only a few minutes. “Please, just hold 

me” she cries. We embrace in her car. I put the cairn necklace around her, for strength, 

for what the story represents, for hope, to remind her that there are people who care, even 

when she can't see through the murky depths. Amazingly, with faith and perseverance 

and the same life goes on courage that Kim has always had, she plows through her 

biggest trial yet as a single widowed parent.  

We get through it, together. Our trials do not drove us apart; rather they are 

cementing us together. Our relationship is growing stronger. “Grief and sadness knits two 

hearts in closer bonds than happiness ever can; and common sufferings are far stronger 

than common joys” says Alphonse de Lamartine. It is true... 
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THE EYES THAT STARE back at me from the mirror are red and puffy, still 

moist around the edges, the salty residue in the cracks and crevices still visible if I look 

close enough. And I am looking close – is this real, is it true? These wrinkles have been 

earned, this jaw has been set for many years against whatever punches need taken, and 

these eyes have been steeled in the cynicism of having seen too much. But in the mirror 

tonight is the weathered face of the non-believer who has just experienced a miracle. 

 

There was a time last fall when the late afternoon light lit up a fair maiden’s face 

and turned her hair the warmest shade of auburn. There was a magic of discovery and 

newness and awe and so much promise and hope arising from the ashes in that light, and 

that vision and so many more since then have carried us through the long days of winter. 

This evening, the early spring setting sun sets the room aglow in a deep orange, 

and the fair maiden’s face is aglow again. Her eyes, her hair, her body, are bathed in a 

special light. It stops me in my tracks, makes me gasp. There is a pause in our 

lovemaking. 

Tangled together, physically entwined, there is a level of pleasure and exploration 

that is unprecedented, a trust that has been built that allows a level of intimacy so deep 

that every time we make love it is different. It is incredible, extraordinary. She responds 

to my touch like the notes from a flute played by a master. I follow her signals, and our 

song is now a symphony of layered notes and harmonies. It is pure beauty, pure joy, pure 

pleasure – pure Love.   

In this evening glow, angelic voices chime in on cue from the stereo. “Saints 

alive, saints be praised!”  Some voices are just meant to be together. The angelic croon 

of Patty Griffin compliments the earthy baroque of Scott Miller, the soft gentle skin of a 

woman against the rough five o’clock shadow of a man.     

“Angels dwell among us still these days.”   

The lyrics are so simple – but I understand now how beautiful the simple things 

are, like making love to a woman in the late day light.  

“For the crooked smile on her face, for the perfect fit of her embrace.”  

And it is perfect, everything about our togetherness is a perfect fit, physically, 

emotionally, spiritually. We are on another plane; we are One. And it is a miracle. I tell 
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her so. The sense of wonder, the sense of awe, it is still there, but it is even deeper now, 

even more connected. It is overwhelming… 

 

Before I had ever even touched Kim, I had a vision. 

I wrote this vision down and I shared it with her, before our hands had ever 

touched, before we had ever even spoken of desire and love…it spoke of arcs and 

electricity. That vision is here, now. 

It spoke of eyes staring into each others’ souls, of hands clenched, of barriers 

smashed, of passion and lust so powerful it consumes. It is here, too, and it is even 

stronger than I imagined.   

It spoke of Love, pure Love – cemented, undeniably, forever, right now, here in 

this moment, and the many moments like this since that note. It spoke of two hearts 

beating as one in the glow of our embrace. All of that is here, too. 

This glow tonight - it is the physical manifestation, in all its glory, of that vision. 

  

But my vision also spoke of tears, and of healing and longing, of our embrace 

being a safe place for that. We are joined together physically in our perfect fit, our hearts 

are one - and our tears are one.   

“Can you feel me tremble? I’m right here my love.”   

The emotions run the entire gamut, from unbelievable loss to incomprehensible 

completeness. Tears mingle on our cheeks, my cries are muffled in her hair. The 

emotions are overpowering – but it is okay, there are no brakes necessary anymore, we 

can cry uninhibited. We cry for joy, we cry for pain, for love, and for loss.    

“Can you hear me crying?  I’m right here my love.” 

No words are necessary, for I know how she feels, and she knows how I feel. We 

don’t wipe away the tears… 

 

How can this be? In the entire universe, there is only one person who could 

possibly understand this, and she lies under me, with me, a part of me, right now. She 

must be an Angel. She is a Goddess, a Miracle…I check in the mirror to see that I am still 

flesh and bone. 
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I have had other visions, of the pure love and light that John and Debbie are now a 

part of, of that light being channeled by them, through us. I can sometimes feel their 

presence and I can feel the pure joy that they now enjoy, that they are now a part of.  

There is a glimpse of that love and joy being given back to us, through us. Kim feels it 

too. We are grateful for their blessing. It is their final gift to us. It is a gift for them, too, 

knowing that we have found each other, that we will help each other, help our children. It 

is also a gift from God, for us - a glimpse of the Heavenly… 

“Worlds far apart can’t separate us. And I can hear you crying, I’m right here my 

love.”   

I hold Kim in my arms. Peace, serenity, completeness, Oneness with all, Oneness 

with the Universe.  

 

It is the most wonderful feeling I have ever experienced. It is the pinnacle of my 

aliveness, my humanness, my answer at the end when asked what moment that might be. 

The orange glow tonight is emotional, spiritual, physical – perfect, pure, and beautiful. 

The sun casts the glow and bathes us in a scene that Michelangelo couldn’t paint. It is the 

physical manifestation of the vision I had so many months before…it is what love looks 

like.  

 

“And when two hearts have flowered together once again, when two bodies have 

come together as one, when the tears have mingled and dried - two souls, shattered and 

torn and frayed and splayed open to the universe, will be simply bathed in the Light…” 

 

My god, we are creators. 
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THE ORANGE LIGHT does not fade, it remains with us, in us. It is now a part 

of us.   

Weeks later we are self-sequestered in a rustic cabin, with no running water and 

barely any heat to ward off the late spring chill. But none of that matters, we take full 

advantage of a lone night free from single parenting responsibilities, and barricade the 

door. Three single mattresses from the dual bunk beds are arranged on the floor, sheets, 

blankets and pillows hastily thrown down, a fire lit in the wood burner and tea light 

candles on the mantle. But dinner simmers on the stove, uneaten. An opened beer grows 

warm, the fire slowly dying. A half-full glass of wine is spilled in the heat of passion, a 

passion that doesn't relent for six hours and ends only because physical exhaustion forces 

sleep sometime well after midnight. 

In the morning, after returning the mattresses to their bunks, cleaning the spills 

and scraping the burned, uneaten dinner from the pots, right before we are ready to leave, 

the light catches her again. It is golden this morning. She is golden this morning, too, 

sparkling in the glow of our love, the glow of our lovemaking. Like the orange light, it 

stops me in my tracks, makes me gasp, catches me off-guard.   

A song is playing on the iPod, the soft, gentle notes of love and escape. I catch her 

unknowing in a gentle embrace, and we sway to the music, my eyes not releasing hers. 

Tears of pure joy and love stream down my cheeks. I pull her as close as I can. We cabin 

dance in the grand ballroom of this beautiful love... 

 

Cowboy take me away 

Fly this girl as high as you can 

Into the wild blue 

Set me free, oh I pray 

Closer to heaven above,  

closer to you 

closer to you... 
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 MY TIME WITH KIM is precious, the best part of my life – but it is still too 

rare. Duty and domesticity are still my bane. I still don’t handle well all the little things 

that go wrong running a household. 

The home phone hasn’t worked in months now. I called the cable company a few 

weeks earlier, they said nothing is wrong on their end, which is good because I would 

have to take a precious vacation day to sit and wait for a service call “sometime between 

9 and 2.” I was told to get a new phone, so a trip to the store is added to my list. Sigh, I 

hate shopping. 

There is no division of labor anymore for me, I have to do everything, including 

shopping, including all the things that Deb used to do as a stay at home mom. I certainly 

did not appreciate what all that entailed! I am trying, but I am just not good at it. The 

biggest problem is that ten hours of my day are not spent at home, but working, plus 

travel time. I just don’t have the time to do everything. Most days we eat dinner right 

before bed, if we eat at all. The boys’ video game chairs are permanently surrounded by 

candy wrappers and empty soda cans and boxes of cereal, the cat hasn’t been fed in days 

(which actually works out because he at least eats the two-day old puke that no one 

cleans up), and Trevor’s pet snake is now over a month without a mouse. 

The pressure mounts. It’s not the big ticket items that cause the most stress, like 

grief and big losses  – there are support groups and sympathetic ears at the ready if you 

need a shoulder to sob on for those things. No, it’s these little things, like a phone that 

doesn’t work, like the Easter baskets and decorations still not put away two months after 

Easter, like the piles of clothes that never get put away, the dripping shower. All of the 

dozens of little things, things that are small and easy to fix - if you have the time. They 

add up, and they build to a crushing weight.  

No one wants to listen to me bitch about a thousand little things. I don’t blame 

them either, and frankly, I would get sick of hearing it too – but that is what the single 

parent’s day consists of mainly - little things left undone. 

 

“C’mon, boys, answer the phone!” I say to myself, exasperated, in my office. It’s 

a Friday night, in early summer.  

The home phone is still not working, and neither of the boys will answer their cell 
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phone. I call a neighbor to go check on them. Nobody answers the door when he goes 

over to see if they are okay, even though the TV and all the lights are on. They are not in 

the house. 

“Shit!” I sigh, slamming my laptop shut and grabbing my coat. 

I have to leave work early now because I can't get the boys on the phone. I’m sure 

they are fine, but I just can’t chance that something is wrong. This pisses me off, I have a 

lot still left to do tonight.  

Goddammit, I’m not getting enough done at work – there are thousands of little 

things left undone. Leaving work early today, still with hundreds of errors in my database 

that need correcting by Monday, means that I will now have to somehow find time this 

weekend to make up it. I have a big presentation Wednesday, too, and I am far from 

ready. Maybe I will come back in tonight, if traffic is good and I get home quick enough. 

Horns blare in the nightmare traffic, and the cheery greeting of the canned 

voicemail message on the boys’ phones is nails on a chalkboard as they continue to 

ignore my calls. I still figure they are fine, but my annoyance is growing. When I arrive 

home an hour later, I find them outside playing in the woods, something I always 

encourage, but tonight, do not even acknowledge. 

I do bring home a new phone, though, that I picked up at lunchtime, and plug it in 

- and it doesn’t work.  

Another “Shit!” 

“You guys fix the the phone problem!” I yell at the kids, they supposedly of the 

technologically-gifted generation. But that is as useless as talking to the cable company 

about my phone problems. My kids are completely helpless and lazy, the product of a 

stay at home mom who did everything for them. Jake did not even know how to butter a 

bagel for himself at twelve. Deb has now left them completely dependent on me, and I 

am undependable. As I fiddle with the phone, the anger rises… 

I just want to come home and plant the trees that were delivered earlier in the 

week. I just want to fiddle in my garden, just enjoy the remainder of another beautiful day 

that is again sacrificed to duty; maybe even enjoy the sunset, or catch a bit of the hockey 

game and a cold beer later while lounging on the couch. The things that all the other 

working dads are doing tonight. But the phone situation steals an hour from that plan. 
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Turns out it was a simple fix, if I had just noticed I didn’t have the settings correct. 

I look around. Of course, as usual, none of the boys’ chores are done. The grass is 

way too high. 

“Jake, get up here!” I bellow.  

I tell him to mow the yard, as he was supposed to do two days ago. Jake mumbles 

something under his breath, unhappy about the assignment. And when I check back 

fifteen minutes later, of course he is doing a crappy, half-assed job (ironically just like me 

at work!) 

“C’mon, Jake, do it right!” I yell. 

“I am doing it right, Dad!” he yells back, throwing the mower down. It breaks. 

And so do I. 

 

A huge fight erupts, right there in the front yard. The same front yard where we 

all cried together when we got Deb’s bad news. The same front yard where we celebrated 

Trevor’s last birthday. Now we are yelling and screaming and cursing for the whole 

neighborhood to hear, me threatening to kill Jake.  

I truly just want to fly away and never come back, go somewhere where there 

aren’t any kids, where the constant “dad dad dad” doesn’t follow me around like a 

tormentor. I want to go somewhere where there are no unreasonable work deadlines and 

constant pressures to do more, quicker and faster and better, and do it all with brand new 

systems. I just want a job that doesn't change all the time, everyday. I want to go 

somewhere where the phones work and the siding isn't falling off the house, that doesn't 

have a yard that needs constant maintenance and upkeep, where the dishes and the 

laundry and the homework do themselves, and where, after a long week of literally four 

consecutive 18 hour days because of work and kid crap in the evenings, where I can just 

come home on a Friday evening and relax a bit and plant some trees and dig my fingers 

in the ground and enjoy my first moments of relaxation and non-rushing and a bit of 

sunshine and maybe a cold beer. That is all I want! Is that too much to ask? 

Instead I get a big fight. 

 

Single parenting is the hardest job ever, I wouldn’t wish it upon anyone, friend or 
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foe. And no one understands that – except other single parents. We are not allowed to talk 

about it, to bitch about it, and there are no support groups for single parents, because they 

do not have the time to attend. Everyone around us is sick of us complaining about 

it…because mostly we complain about these little things. They don’t understand why we 

need to bitch about these little things; fixing the phone can't be that bad. 

But it’s the phone on top of the hundreds of other items. Nothing gets done unless 

I do it. And nobody understands what it is like to go over a year and a half without a full 

night’s sleep, constantly doing a half-assed job on everything because I just don’t have 

the time and mental sharpness to do things right, including making vital decisions that 

affect my kids. What will be the ramifications of my sleep deprived decisions? What 

unknown damages I am inflicting on them because I don’t even have the time and energy 

to take care of myself, let alone these needy kids? Will tonight’s fight be recounted again 

some time in their future, revisited with a counselor? Some kids come from privilege and 

wealth and two parents and every opportunity imaginable, and they still grow up to be a 

mess. And some kids come from disadvantages far worse than having only one parent 

and grow up fine. Who’s to know what is important and when? Certainly not this stressed 

out single parent. 

We plod along, us single parents, doing the best we can. Some days it seems fine, 

it seems maybe we can do this. But some days the weight of a thousand little duties is too 

much, the wheels completely fall off, and the whole world comes crashing down. Like 

tonight. 

 

The fight escalates.  

I pick up the mower and stand it upright. 

“Do it right, now!” I scream. 

“No!” screams Jake, fire in his eyes. 

He has hit his breaking point, too. I am sure he and his brother are just as 

bewildered and confused about what has happened to their once orderly lives, replaced 

with confusion and clutter and abandonment. On top of this confusion, they are also 

navigating the discombobulation of adolescence. Jeez, in calmer times, or maybe if I had 

some daily help, I might recognize this. But all reason is lost to the rising red tide of 
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anger, in both of us. 

Jake flips the mower over.  

I lunge at him. 

A wrestling match ensues over the lawn mower, me not understanding why he 

can't just mow the goddamn yard, he not understanding why he can't just play like a 

regular thirteen year old kid on a Friday night. I pin him quickly, no punches thrown, but 

rage is still flowing. 

I am yelling, screaming about having to do everything, asking why he is so 

goddamn lazy and telling him how he needs to help out more before I snap. I am yelling 

so loud my throat hurts. My primal screams bring out Trevor, who is terrified that I will 

hurt Jake when he sees the rage in my eyes. I am pissed, ridiculously pissed, pissed at 

Debbie for dying and leaving me with this mess, pissed at the overwhelmingness of a 

million little thing to do, pissed at having no help, pissed at my lazy ass piece of shit kids 

who can't see I need help, goddamn it. What the fuck, why doesn't everyone see I need 

help? Where have all the meals gone and the help doing laundry? How come no one takes 

the kids to baseball or a movie for me anymore so I can just sit for a bit, just be, and not 

be a goddamn mom and dad and employee and gardener and maid and homework 

checker and phone fixer and someone who can't even have a goddamned mother fucking 

cold beer on Friday night! 

“FUCK!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” 

My screams ring through the neighborhood. 

 

Four of the Borough’s finest respond; obviously some of my neighbors are fearful 

that someone is really getting hurt. That was never my intent before the red. I am able to 

contain it, this time. But had it gone on, unchecked, would I have cracked? Would I have 

done something awful? I really don't know. One blessing though, is that I am sober. But 

what if I wasn’t? I don't know, and that scares me. It all seems to just be gushing out, 

building to a crescendo, and I truly do not know to what heights it might have climbed 

and where it might have ended. But certainly a cop car in your driveway has a way of 

shocking you back into a little bit of sanity. And embarrassment. And humility. Again. 

“What’s going on here, Joe?” Officer O’Malley asks.  
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I recognize him from the baseball fields, where both of our sons play in the same 

league. We have made small talk. Luckily, the policeman is a family man himself. He 

understands how frustrating it is to deal with kids, especially kids who seem lazy and 

unwilling to help out around the house. He also knows that I have lost my wife, and I am 

dealing with these things on my own. It’s a small, tight-knit community.  

He talks alone to each of my boys, and when he is confident they have not been 

hurt, he tells me no charges will be pressed. He offers empathy for just dealing with 

difficult kids, and even sympathy for having to do so on my own. “I’m not sure I could 

do it”, he says, shaking his head. 

Officer O’Malley calms me down, and even asks that I think about asking for 

some help, even as he admits he couldn't do that either. It's a macho male thing, the traits 

all us tough guys are taught and from which we can never fully escape. The traits that 

make men effective cops and financial analysts, but not necessarily good fathers. 

“But listen, Joe”  he admonishes. “Even though it’s tough, it’s time to man up.”  

“Your wife is gone. She ain’t coming back. It’s just you. And you’ve got these 

two great kids to raise.” 

“It’s time to get your priorities straight...” 

 

I am stunned.  And in hindsight, I am incredulous that angels wear police 

uniforms, too... 
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TONIGHT IS A LOW water mark, a breaking point. Tonight I know I cannot do 

this anymore. I am killing myself trying to do everything and getting at most only three 

or four hours of sleep each night. I am tired of being a duck. I have reached my bottom. 

Again.  

I just want to cry, throw in the towel, yell “no mas” and walk away, lock myself 

in my room and sleep for a hundred hours, a hundred years, maybe forever, or at least 

until this weariness, this chest-crushing fatigue, this zombie inducing haze of too much 

all the time, the over-wroughtness of over-responsibility, until it all goes away. I want to 

sleep until it is all gone, or at least until a fairy godfather comes along to take care of 

everything for an extended period of time, so that I can rest. Maybe he’ll even cross a few 

things off my ever growing to-do list, starting with the shower that has been dripping for 

three months. Would it be too much to ask for a little time to maybe even become human 

again, to remember what it is like to see and think clearly, to not be rushed and hassled 

and half-assed, and maybe even have some extended leisure time that is measured in 

hours not minutes and that doesn’t end with jumping right back off a cliff and into the 

pressure cooker again? And maybe, just maybe, how about having some extended time 

just for me? 

Something has to give… 

 

The boys and I reach an uneasy truce. All of us shocked at what has happened, all 

of us shaken way too deep. Tears are shed, I apologize, and we share a group hug, but I 

can tell the boys don't believe my words. They have been getting yelled at more and 

more, my attention is getting shorter and shorter, my patience thinner and thinner, my 

eyes now twitching too much. They simply need to see some changes in me – no more 

talking. 

Fuck the yard tonight, fuck the chores and fixing the shower and the shingles. The 

boys retreat to the safety of their mind-numbing video games, I retreat to a fire with a 

cold beer. It's a small fire, I have no one to share it with tonight (Kim is busy with her 

girls, though I do share the night's events with Kim later over the phone), but I need some 

alone time tonight. I have a lot to think about. The beer is limited to only two, and staring 

into the fire takes me deep inside my heart... 
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Clearly, I am not dealing with everything well, trying to keep all these balls in the 

air. It’s time to look at my life, honestly. 

Sunday we are supposed to go to the Caring Place, for a quilt making ceremony to 

honor Mom. I do not want to go. We just did a very emotional and heavy tribute to Mom 

last weekend at the Race for the Cure breast cancer research fundraiser, which we started 

doing ten years before Deb even got the dreaded disease. This year we all wore “In 

Honor of” t-shirts, with Mom's picture on the back. I have not emotionally recovered 

from that, because I have no time to address grieving issues.   

And honestly, right now I am so pissed at Deb that I want to explode. She up and 

leaves and moves on to betterness and happiness and everlasting bliss, while I am left in 

hell. What the fuck, it is not fair that we go honor her, again, while I’m left picking up all 

the goddamn pieces at the base of an insurmountable mountain. When do we honor those 

left behind, whose lives are left shattered? Never! 

Clearly I have not worked through all the complex emotions of grieving. I don’t 

have the time. I don’t know what else to do except keep moving forward, even as my kids 

grades fall because I don’t have the proper time to work with them or help them with 

their homework. Even as I come home to a smoke-filled kitchen after the ten-year old 

tries to cook instead of waiting for dad to feed him when I get home at seven o’clock. 

Even as the boys miss half of their activities after school because I just can’t be at two 

places at once. Even as their hearts break because they don’t have a mom on Magnificent 

Muffins with Moms day and they ask to go in late that day, but dad has to drop them off 

early, on their own, because he’s got an early “important” conference call. Even as son 

number two is the worst pitcher on his team because I just don’t get home early enough 

to practice with him in the daylight. Even as my kids are wearing shoes a size too small 

and don’t have proper fitting coats in the winter because I don’t have time to go 

shopping. Even as their old man falls sound asleep in their band and chorus concerts, 

because he is just bone tired, completely exhausted, and has absolutely nothing left in the 

tank. I just want to run away. 

I remember staring into the fire in Zion, watching my cairn necklace burn. I 

remember my vow to live from the heart. This isn’t how I envisioned it.  
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But as much as I want to run away – I won’t, at least not yet. Maybe I should quit 

my job on Monday. I don’t know what else to do. I am exhausted, totally exhausted, 

haven’t had any extended time off since Christmas, the few vacation days I did take were 

mostly to get chores done. But patterns need broken now, ruts need filled in; clearly we 

cannot go on like this. 

I think back to the previous Friday night, when I arrived home after a long week  

just as exhausted and just as in need of some down time. I just wanted to sit on the couch 

for a while – but the boys reminded me that I promised to take them to Carnival night at 

the school… Sigh. But I was able to recover that night and take them. Why? Because I 

had some help that day. My family had come and cleaned up my place a bit. It relieved 

some of the pressure. 

Most nights I can dig a little deeper. Most nights I can peel myself off the couch 

after only five minutes of rest, the first time since five a.m. that I’ve slowed down, and 

get up and go to Carnival night. Most nights things are okay. That's what I need to do, 

that's what my boys need from me. I need to keep some reserve in the tank for when they 

need me to reach down a little further. I can't keep running on empty. 

But long-term respite will not be arriving anytime soon given my current 

situation, I know that. This is my lot, like it or not. And tonight it has me really worried, 

really scared me. I cannot come home and pick a fight because I am just at my rope’s 

end. In my heart, I know what I have to do, just like I knew in Zion.  

But oh man, it is such a steep cost! 

  

I have worked full-time for twenty-five years, never once missing a paycheck. I 

am getting close to retirement, to a big pension, and if I can hold on, a nice 401(k) and 

the good easy life that comes with it. I only need nine more years to get to the reduced 

pension level, and some miracle to provide me with health care benefits. Surely I can do 

this until then, and then reap the rewards that I have earned and so justly deserve. 

But it is clear tonight that I can't. I won't last that long. We – this little rag-tag 

family of confused, stressed out boys – we won't make it through adolescence and 

puberty and the teenage years hanging on by a thread, one crisis away from physical 

blows, one beer away from disaster, one inattentive parent away from two kids too easily 
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led astray in this crazy, confusing world where a mother can be taken by cancer at 45 and 

a father is left with no help. I just can't keep working full time, at least not in my current 

job.   

So first thing Monday, I ask for a part-time assignment, or maybe an unpaid 

sabbatical, three months maybe, to get my life back on track and in order, at least as best 

as I can. And of course these requests are quickly dismissed, the new company is looking 

to add to their “synergies” any way they can. A high-priced salary gone is great progress 

towards this noble goal, even it it is at the expense of a once valued, hard working 

employee who has more than put in enough overtime the last fifteen years to deserve an 

entire year off.   

Funny, all that extra effort and OT is worthless now, the bosses with whom I built 

up this goodwill mostly gone, or neutered in the corporate merger, their own existence 

hanging by a thread. The new bosses see only a damaged employee who is average at 

best, certainly not as good as their favorites from their organization who have earned 

their stripes, probably just like I did, but they just happen to be on the winning side of the 

“merger.”  Perhaps there was an effort to find me a part time assignment, but I don't see 

it, and the answer is the same as for the request for some extended time off. 

“No.”   

  

So I quit.  

I give my notice, my 401(k) will never grow to the levels I had planned, my 

pension is automatically cut in half, I will soon be without health care benefits and life 

insurance and a way to pay for replacing the roof and siding and paying for the boys 

college. Good lord, I am walking away from hundreds of thousands of dollars, millions 

maybe, from the security of corporate employment, from a lifetime of planning and 

financial security and all that is so deserved. 

 

I suppose I should be scared shitless, but I am not. There is relief, like I felt in the 

back of that police cruiser, when I was boxed in, nothing to do except give myself up to 

the Universe. I am okay with this decision, it is made from the heart. I feel like a prisoner 

unexpectedly paroled.  
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Part VI – of Magic 
 

 

 

 

“Tripping Over Joy 

by Hafiz 

 

What is the difference 

between your experience of Existence 

and that of a saint? 

 

The saint knows 

that the spiritual path 

is a sublime chess game with God 

 

And that the Beloved 

has just made such a Fantastic Move 

that the saint is now continually 

tripping over Joy 

and bursting out in Laughter 

and saying, "I surrender!" 

 

Whereas, my dear, 

I am afraid you still think 

you have a thousand serious moves. 
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MORNING IN THE WOODS. A crisp early fall day begins. The first sounds 

are the sweet warblings of a robin, still distant as it shakes out the cobwebs of my 

slumber, as if coming from a far off dreamland. Soon cardinals join, then a song sparrow, 

and more robins; the chorus grows louder. It’s an official invitation to join the celebration 

of dawn. I cannot resist, and willingly trade the warm comfort of my sleeping bag for the 

promise of first light. 

A hundred paces from camp is a lake, and I sit on its rocky shore as the horizon to 

my right glows brighter. It has been too long since I have sat and enjoyed such a morning 

on a weekday. My life has been turned upside down and inside out and then tossed into 

the dryer tumbler. I’m out of the dryer now, still woozy and a bit disoriented, but at least 

on my own two feet again and on solid ground. 

A kingfisher rattles by and alights on a nearby branch. She flies awkwardly, in 

undulating fits and starts, sputtering, certainly not gracefully. Even when perched her 

head seems exaggerated by her crest and her bill too bulky and long. I too have felt so 

awkward in so many of my new roles, getting done what needs done workmanlike and 

through a sheer force of will, but longing for the day when there might be a bit of grace in 

what I do. 

It is a promising, glorious sunrise. It gives a sense this morning that this grace is 

coming. Maybe it is already here, and I’ve just been too busy to notice as it seeps up into 

my being through the unavoidable immersion of just doing and acceptance. Water fills 

the molecular gaps in a sponge when simply given enough time. Without noticing, the 

sponge is suddenly heavy with water, the puddle gone.  

Abruptly the kingfisher throws herself from the branch, letting gravity accelerate 

her plunge. Her heavy beak leads, cutting the air aerodynamically, accentuated by her 

crest thrown back and wings folded into the perfect diving machine. Her beak pierces the 

water surface silently, skillfully, the ker-plunk of her wings coming too late to warn the 

minnow whose tail now wiggles in her beak as she emerges from the water and flies off 

directly into the rising sun. A king fisher indeed! There is no awkwardness at all as she 

demonstrates her grace in doing what a kingfisher does best. 

The sun breaks the horizon and the lake surface is painted gold, the puffy clouds 

pink. It is mostly overcast today except for the window where the sun is rising. I am 
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grateful for the gift, and the warmth of gratitude is better than even my comfy sleeping 

bag. I have so much to be thankful for… 

 

My boys are sleeping soundly in the tent, little Trevor’s mouth open and nose 

upturned, his head poking out of his sleeping bag, and messy-haired Jake, my budding 

young man, is nestled deep in his bag. They are adorable when sleeping, a reminder of 

the pure joy of them sleeping on my chest when they were just peanuts. 

We have had some rough adjustment at times, this new family of all boys. It has 

only been through often painful trial and error that have we arrived at this new level of 

comfort and respect – and yes, even love! – that we have all enjoyed on this camping trip. 

Trevor wormed and shimmied his way into my arms in the middle of the night, spooning 

into the perfect position until we both fell asleep in shared warmth and comfort. And 

Jake, my firstborn, has taken on a new role of helping me, exhibiting a responsibility that 

I didn’t see coming, and for which I am truly appreciative. He wholehearted returned my 

embrace and hugs last night. We all sang and danced around the campfire, as Trevor lit 

up the woods in an explosion of light fueled by armfuls of dried leaves. Joy! 

Last night we also enjoyed the ultimate campfire food, smores, made the way they 

are supposed to be made, with white goo oozing out of a blackened marshmallow shell 

dangling from the end of a whittled stick, graham cracker and chocolate claws pinching it 

into the sweetest sandwich. They were brought to camp last night by angels, and my boys 

lit up enjoying them, and the company, as if some small void they didn’t even know they 

missed had been filled. It’s these little things, these special treats, these little motherly 

touches, that have been missing most from my boys’ lives as I have struggled to piece 

things back together these past months. They are truly missing their mother and her 

caring, nurturing feminine touch. 

But now I get timely reminders to put a “love you” note in Trevor’s lunchbox and 

a “don’t forget to thank Jake for doing something on his own” advice. I have been trying 

to stretch beyond my masculine limitations, if only for the boys; they still need it. It has 

been a hard adjustment that still doesn’t come naturally to me.   

But it is here now, and it has made a world of difference. 

Kim and her youngest daughter, Jake's age, joined us last night around the 
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campfire, stopping at our camp in the State Park for a bit on their way home from visiting 

relatives. They brought with them smores. Ear to ear smiles, and the hearty laughter from 

the three kids lightened the night woods. These kids deserve all the smiles they can get, 

they’ve endured hell, too. It warmed my heart more than the campfire.   

 

Do angels come down from heaven? Do they live among us? Before this 

incredible journey of the last few years, I would have said “no.” Now I leave the door 

open to anything. I do know now that so many miracles have blessed my life since Deb 

died, even if they are just these simple, special, precious ordinary moments that I thought 

would never return. Like smores around a campfire and a beautiful sunrise.  

I am certainly grateful for the big miracles, too. Some of it is truly hard to believe.  

For the last few years, I had been terrified to quit my job, even though it was clear 

that I needed to. The company had changed too much, the job that I never really liked had 

gotten much worse. The merger put these cairns into sharp focus. But I ignored the signs. 

And maybe I had to. With a very sick wife, I needed to maintain full employment to keep 

my benefits, there were no affordable health care alternatives then. Certainly those years 

when the pressure from Deb's illness, the pressure from the job and the merger, and the 

pressure from my rehab stint, would have been more bearable if I could have taken some 

time away from work.   

But that was not an option, that was just not how things worked in this country at 

the time. The safety net of insurance was only there if you worked full time, your 

personal situation be damned. Unbelievably, within months of quitting my job, a national 

healthcare plan not tied to a full time job is enacted. I am one of the first to sign up. The 

biggest problem with walking away solved. 

Other things started magically happening, too. Out of the clear blue sky, $20,000 

drops into my lap, when the life insurance policy that I had on my wife through work that 

was initially denied because I did not complete the paperwork properly, was inexplicably 

reversed. The check covers my roof and siding repairs, and funds a beautiful, custom 

tombstone. I also started winning every raffle I entered, small gifts and gift baskets at the 

church and community festivals. They are little things, and it didn’t work on the lottery (I 

tried, feeling I was blessed!) But I do realize a small windfall from stock options that I 



 286 

had forgotten about matured, providing another bridge. An alert stranger at the 

investment house called me the day before they would have expired. Someone is looking 

out for us. I'm not rich by my old standards, but our needs are met as they arise. 

Of course I was penned in before by my financial fears, too, unwilling to give up 

my nice salary that took twenty-five years to build. True, I didn’t have to worry about 

money while I worked, we had everything we needed and then some. Luckily I saved a 

lot, so I have a liquid stash for the inevitable ups and downs of life.  

The boys are receiving my wife’s social security payout, and we are making do on 

that for now. It’s a minimum I never thought we could live on before, but it is amazing 

what you can do without if you have to. Our daily needs are met by the stipend, and 

everything beyond that magically appears on Craigslist or at the thrift store or as 

unexpected windfalls. We somehow always get by just fine. This is a big change for 

someone who had always planned every aspect of my financial life. 

There have been other surprises, too. 

One day I came home from a busy weekend day away with the boys to a real life 

home makeover. My sister had organized the extended family to break into our house and 

fix the computer, the shower drip, all the light fixtures that no longer worked. They 

replaced all the burned out light bulbs, even the ones high up in the entranceway 

chandelier. The microwave works now, the house was clean, the boy’s clothes were 

sorted and organized, the yard was tidy, and there was food in the fridge. And there were 

colorful little paper butterflies pasted all over the house, offering encouraging words and 

inspiration. The house was filled with love.   

Aided by this tremendous help, and now with time, little by little my to-do list has 

even been whittled down. A long forgotten peace has settled in, a bit of confidence that I 

can do this. On so many of those dark nights I would have told you only a miracle could 

have made that happen. 

 

Our house is now filled with the love of butterflies, the love of family and friends, 

the love of community. Transformations and rebirth remind us that in love we are not 

alone. Love encourages the permission to ask for help, and builds a gratitude for those 

who provide relief. Love provides the space for wonder and possibility. For even though 
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this journey's outcome is never known, it is traveling with love that matters. 

This journey has forced me to think about what is really important. Death has 

forced me to think about what is really important. I realize I have limited time too, like 

Debbie did, like John, like my dad. Spurred by my journey, by listening to my heart, 

pushed by a cop car in my driveway, and following my cairns, I took the plunge into the 

great employment unknown.  

I am young and healthy, I have a good bit of money saved, I am smart and 

hardworking, I will figure something out. There is a subtle faith now that things will 

work out. But I honestly have no idea what that will be. For the first time in my life I 

have no plan. I just know that I can't continue the way I was, given my new 

responsibilities and my vow to live from my heart.  

It is the biggest freedom I have ever felt. 
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AFTER SUNRISE, I HEAD back to camp. A pileated woodpecker drums loudly 

on the hillside, while a colony of yellow-bellied sapsuckers are frolicking in the shagbark 

hickories that surround our camp. The birds are creating quite the stir, and it is not a 

stretch to imagine that we are in the jungle.   

“God, what is making all that noise, a bunch of monkeys?” calls Trevor, unseen.  

The commotion rousts him from the tent, and he joins me for some breakfast of 

butter fried toast, oatmeal, granola bars, hot chocolate and camp coffee. 

We watch the sapsuckers in the morning light. Trevor tells me he loves the 

morning sounds of others making camp, pots clanking and utensils rubbing and the low 

hum of far off conversations punctuated by occasional laughter. We share a conversation 

ourselves, on whether it’s better to have the dinosaurs return to the modern world or to be 

fried in a nuclear explosion. It’s the kind of conversation you can only have with a ten-

year old, when you have the time, when you are not constantly rushed, when you can 

truly pay attention. I know to file this away in my gratitude folder. 

For my part, I’ll take the dinosaurs back in the modern world, for to paraphrase 

Edward Abbey, wouldn’t it be great to see a “T. Rex rearing its head above the Central 

Park elms with a Morgon police horse in its jaws?”  Laughter and joy! Good company, 

burnt bread and bad coffee, sapsucker monkeys and glorious sunshine! Peace. 

Before breaking camp I walk to the lake. Swirling above the lake are blue-green 

iridescent tree swallows. Occasionally their iridescent backs catch the sun and throw back 

a shiny dark blue or violet green. Their acrobatics are enthralling, and I watch, 

spellbound. I remember my youthful imagination, discussing with friends what bird I 

would be if I could. Swallows were always on my short list, because of the sheer glee 

they seem to exhibit when flying and twirling and chattering. I’d still take my turn at 

being a swallow if given the chance, and on magical days like this, I can’t completely 

rule it out. 

Jake is already trading in his childhood fancies for more practical matters, mostly 

girls, and T will be soon, too. I hope I can get them through the inevitable rough waters 

ahead as best I can. I hope Jake remembers chasing his brother through the woods for the 

sheer joy of it, because no one is around and he doesn’t have to be cool or pretend to be 

what he thinks the world expects him to be. He will have more than enough of these 
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times in the near future. I hope Trevor keeps his vision of dinosaurs romping through a 

park alive, in the back of his memory, sparked on a quiet camping trip of his own 

someday. I hope it brings him warmth too, for those days when the world casts doubt into 

him. I hope sapsucker monkeys will wake him from slumber someday, and the taste of 

smores and the smell of burning leaves will bring him back to this magical day. I hope 

both of my boys remember singing around the campfire with their old man. And I hope 

that they will never be too old to suggest a camping trip with me. 

Mostly, though, I hope they will continue to have angels to watch over them, both 

the ones with wings, and the ones with boots and special treats. And if they are lucky, I 

hope that they find their own angel to walk beside them and share some campfire smores 

and hold hands in the evening woods. 
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THE MAGIC CONTINUES. Out of the blue, I receive a phone call from Chris, 

manager of the local Olive Garden restaurant. It seems some patrons have been reading 

my blog, and were discussing it at dinner. The conversation caught his attention. Turns 

out he has a budget for doing good deeds. This is certainly not my experience with 

corporate America, so I  am skeptical. Is this a crank call? He is offering us a 

complimentary meal, to help us out.  

“Bring whomever you want, make it a big family meal” he offers. 

Chris finally convinces me the offer is real. It warms my heart. It’s a homemade 

chocolate chip cookie, fresh from the oven, stringy chocolate sticking to the plate, the 

kind mom always made when I came home bruised and battered. The kind Debbie always 

made for the boys. The kind Kim made for her girls, when she had the time. More angels.  

Of course I know exactly who I am going to invite. Another family is just as 

deserving as mine... 
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I'M SURE IT LOOKS like a normal family dinner at a nice Italian restaurant to 

the casual outside observer. A mother and father with four kids, two girls and two boys, 

enjoying a fantastic dinner of pasta and salads and steak, and pizza for the little guy. 

There is laughter and sharing and lively chatter and smiles. 

 But there is very little normal about this gathering. The paths taken to get to this 

table seem destined, if not downright miraculous. Nothing is taken for granted anymore 

by this hodgepodge group, certainly not something as simple as a family meal and 

genuine laughter.  

Most would not notice the two empty chairs at the table tonight. But they occupy 

the positions of honor to the six people gathered around. These chairs, they can never be 

filled; forever there will be an important piece missing from everyone here, from every 

family meal, from every milestone celebration. From every family vacation, from every 

one of those times where you just want to share with your best friend, where you just 

need the guidance and security of mom or dad, or the comfort of a spouse when you’ve 

just had an impossible day. Or when you just want to be a normal, complete family again. 

 

 This past year has been numb, terrifying, sad, sometimes hopeless, and mostly... 

empty, so empty. Those empty chairs have been everywhere for us – at the kitchen table, 

where one girl struggles understanding chemistry, and the other girl struggles with the 

patience needed to teach it when she is exhausted after a long day. At dinner, entrees 

served from the freezer, eaten alone in a big empty house by teenagers left to their own 

devices most nights while mom works. And at the softball field, where no family cheers a 

great catch by a fledgling centerfielder.   

 Empty chairs are at the school orchestra concert, where Kim sits alone in an 

auditorium seemingly filled only with couples. At the Thanksgiving table, where 

everyone else has a spouse to pass the butter and salt. On family vacations, where most 

share an evening stroll on the beach hand in hand, but Kim walks alone. And worst, at 

night, when the black hole of the empty side of her bed threatens to swallow her whole.   

 Cancer is a terrible disease. It can and does strike anyone, even those who least 

deserve it, indiscriminately cutting short brilliant, loving lives, and robbing their families 

of so much more. Those left behind are befuddled, staggered, angry and confused, lonely, 
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and afraid. What do we do now? How do we carry on without dad, without mom? Who 

will take care of us? How do you recover from the big losses? How do you move 

forward? 

Now we know.  

One day at a time.  

Following your cairns... 
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I REMEMBER HOW unfair it felt, shortly after my wife died. How was it 

possible that the world still carried on? People were still going to the movies and malls, 

the DJs on the radio were still making jokes. How could that be, when the world had just 

stopped?  

Of course, it was only my world that had quit turning.  

I remember walking by a family having dinner in a restaurant, convinced that we 

would never enjoy a family meal out again, that we would never share a meal as a whole 

family again. 

Yet here we are, Kim and I, the kids, right now, at this table. Immersed in the 

smells of warm bread and steaming pasta, the tastes of rich sauces and red wines. Amidst 

the clatter of dishes and the laughter of our children, Kim and I share incredulous glances 

across the table. It feels right. I can’t help but think that maybe things will be okay. 

And I am grateful. So grateful. 

Grateful for the small victories amidst the larger tragedies, grateful for getting 

through each day. Grateful for those so willing to help, grateful for people like Chris and 

the Olive Garden staff. 

Grateful to the family and friends who have been by our sides through thick and 

thin. 

Grateful to the special strangers who enter your life because they are supposed to. 

And mostly tonight, so grateful for just a normal family dinner, something that 

never seemed possible ever again a year ago. 

 

Our server finally asks about the empty chairs, his curiosity too much. Cory has 

volunteered to stay late past his regular shift to wait on us, asked by Chris because he is 

the his best server. He agrees because he likes helping, and he receives gifts beyond his 

tips from folks who genuinely appreciate what Chris is doing. Helping others in need is a 

two way street, with gifts for all. 

Kim and I share our story with Cory. He breaks down when we tell him all the 

details. His tears encourage ours. There is a little group hug, right there in the middle of 

the restaurant. The kids don’t grasp the whole situation, they have enough challenges of 
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their own, and we have not shared our entire story with them. We will someday, when 

they are ready.  

The bigger question is – are Kim and I ready? 

 

Kim and I know we want to be together for as long as we are allowed, for as long 

as it remains right to stay together. Clearly we have a special connection, and our cairns 

all point this way.  

And we believe we are better parents together than we are apart. We have 

complimentary parenting strengths, and offset each other’s weaknesses. We can help 

each other. We can share in the chores instead of bearing them separately. Certainly 

taking care of one house and one yard will be a lot easier than two.  

So – should we blend these families? Is this the best thing for our children?  We 

vowed from the start of our relationship to put the kids first, ahead of our needs. Would 

blending these families be in the best interest of the children? Would it even be in our 

best interest? This is a big challenge, and the statistics are not in our favor. 75% of 

blended families do not succeed. 

It would mean even more change for everyone, on top of what we have all already 

endured. It would be very difficult; we would need lots of patience and help. It might 

make things worse, or fail miserably. It might even destroy what Kim and I share.  

These are not easy decisions.  

We need a sign... 
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CAIRN. PRONOUNCED KAREN. Karens if plural. A tower of stones, clearly 

not natural, perhaps manmade, perhaps divined. An orderly pile of rocks, some simple, 

just a few stones. Some ornate, stacked to the sky in intricate balance, depending on 

where you are. And depending on what you need.   
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ZION BECKONS AGAIN. Once again, I pilgrimage back to the desert, looking 

for my path, looking for answers. I look to the magical place where river cuts rock, where 

hearts sprout open and grow in the magic of love, where souls are stirred. A place where 

visions are presented and cairns show the way. 

But this time, for the first time, I am not going to Zion alone – my soulmate 

accompanies me now, my beautiful Kim. We had only know each other one month when 

I last ventured to Zion, solo, telling Kim incredible tales from my first trip there, and 

coming back with even more outlandish stories. Kim listened, perhaps skeptically. But 

she chose to keep her busted heart open, and I brought back practical gifts (Eleven 

Principles for Truly Intimate Relationships) that have guided us and formed a bedrock for 

our relationship that has allowed it to flourish and grow. That bedrock remains firm, and 

our growth continues today. It gives us the courage we need to carry on. It gives Kim the 

faith to get on that plane with me this time, too, to travel with me to these magical 

canyons, to see what this is all about. She’s still not a convert, though, a concession to her 

still well-functioning left brain, but so much has happened on our path that her heart is 

open. 

The first time in Zion, I learned about death, and was inspired to make my vow to 

live from the heart. The second time here, I received the courage necessary to be open to 

love again, and the tools needed to make that love lasting and real. This year, we are 

looking for guidance again, as we decide in what direction to travel forward. So 

expectations are pretty high as Kim and I attend this year’s conference. No pressure, Bill. 

The conference is structured around Bill’s talks, as always, but Bill does not 

prepare what he will talk about. He interacts with the participants, paying attention to the 

thoughts and intentions and questions that guide his direction. On day two, during a 

formal discussion that Kim and I lead on tragedy as transformation, the theme of the 

Hero’s Journey emerges. This motif is picked up by Bill that evening, and becomes one 

of the main themes for the weekend.  

Funny, so many elements of the Hero’s Journey resonates in our experiences this 

past few years. My vow to live from the heart, put forth after Zion I, was my crossing of 

the threshold, and certainly my challenges and trials have taken me to the edge of the 

abyss. Perhaps rebirth and transformation has been happening lately, too, assisted at so 
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many turns by mentors, special helpers, and angels, to which I am so grateful. Are we 

now on our way to atonement and return? Is our budding love the the gift of the goddess? 

It certainly seems so. When this becomes clear to me, in the context of the 

discussions that ensue, I realize that I so want to share this journey, tangibly, with Kim. I 

so want to travel with Kim, for as long as we are granted, down whatever paths lie ahead. 

Together. I look for a way to convey this to Kim. 

This is Kim’s first experience in Zion, immersed in this magical place and 

amongst these magical people. I want her to experience her own journey, complete with 

the vows and signs and the magic that has accompanied my journeys here. Perhaps she 

will come to the same conclusions I have. 

It is also her birthday today. I have not gotten her a material gift; we are long past 

the need for physical trinkets. But I so long to give Kim something special today, 

something that will be remembered forever. During the morning meditation, it comes to 

me that a special gift from this weekend, a sign perhaps, a cairn, would be perfect. 

Surely, as hero now myself, I can conjure up a precious gift to her. 

In the depths of my meditation comes a vision of a condor, the same condor I saw 

last year here in these canyons, the condors that were John and Debbie, perched side by 

side in a ponderosa pine at the top of Angel’s Landing. The condor will swoop in from 

above, as we climb Angel’s Landing, tilting its wings in acknowledgement, giving Kim 

the same gifts that I received two years ago.  

It will also give Kim the sign that she so wants from John, but which she has 

never received. Just a simple sign, from the other side, that things are okay, that John is 

okay, that it is okay that she is moving on with her life. Perhaps this little sign will allow 

Kim to let go of some of the regrets and remorse that all imperfect deaths carry with 

them, regrets that still haunt her. Kim was not gifted with an awakening, the way that 

Debbie blessed me – a chance to say goodbye, to say sorry, to say I love you, one more 

time. I know it haunts her.  

Yes, this gift from above, bestowed through the condor, will be the perfect 

birthday present for Kim! I can see it so clearly in my meditative mind that tears fall. 

 

So we climb Angel’s Landing, again an adventure in itself, the first time for Kim. 
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I climb with anticipation, just waiting for Kim’s condor to appear. I am not leaving it all 

up to the gods, however. I have confirmed the rumor that yesterday’s group going up to 

the Landing spotted a condor, and I have very clear directions on where to look. I am 

going to give this beautiful gift to Kim, and the prospect spurs me to the top. 

 

Kim makes it to the top, too, and she is absolutely thrilled that she made it up the 

1,400 vertical feet up from the valley floor. But mostly, she is elated that she has 

overcome her fear of heights, and has pulled herself up along the chains and across the 

abyss, to stand at the place where Angel’s Land. Her genuine, ear-to-ear smile says it all. 

Kim has prepared something special for her journey, too. She lights a candle at 

the top, says a prayer, and reads a letter from a Native American friend who has since 

died of brain cancer, same as her John, honoring the spirit of her friend and her husband. 

And wow, there are dozens of elaborate cairns at the top of the Landing, which Kim 

appreciates. We silently reflect, but I am still looking for my bird. 

Truly, Kim’s ceremony in the sky among the cairns should have been enough. 

Kim is beaming with pride, her heart wide open and soaring, the way only Angel’s 

Landing can make it soar, amongst all of these wonderful, newfound soul friends, 

standing over a fear conquered, an accomplishment left in its place. It is a wonderful 

birthday present. 

Except to me. I didn’t give it to her, and certainly it is not the condors that I 

envisioned, swooping in to take away all of Kim’s regrets and remorse. I have craned my 

neck upwards the whole trek, and now outward at the top, desperately searching for the 

sign that was so vivid in my imagination just hours earlier. Surely they will still show up. 

They must be waiting for a dramatic last minute save. 

Back at Scout’s Lookout, the plateau before the Landing itself starts, I wait until 

everyone from our group has returned from the Landing and has started back down, until 

Kim and I are the last folks left. Still I scan the red and yellow cliffs, the sky, the valleys, 

everywhere; looking for a condor, looking for my sign, my cairn, my gift to my beloved. 

The sun is setting, and we are in shadow now. Darkness is coming fast; we need to go. 

Sigh. 
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Kim knows what I am looking for, she knows what I found here last time. I 

confess to her my vision, why I was so moved during the morning meditation. I tell her of 

the gift I so wanted to give to her. She holds me tight. 

“It’s okay,” she tells me. 

“Listen, I am thrilled with making it to the top” she says, and reiterates how 

delighted she is with the gifts she did receive on this hike, on this journey with me.  

I hear her, but I cannot hide my disappointment. I can’t believe the Universe has 

let me down. 

“I don’t think the gift was for me” Kim tells me.  

“I received my gifts here, Joe” she continues. “I think you are looking for Debbie. 

I think you just miss your wife.” 

Kim’s wisdom knocks me down. She is right.  

 

The tears flow. It’s true, both past times at Zion, Debbie was here, she was such 

an integral part of my adventure and story. Surely she will always be here, she will 

always give me the signs I need. So many signs have appeared for me from Deb, like the 

notes in the boys bookbags, like the heart-shaped redbud leaves that always seem to 

appear when I am down, like the songs that meant so much to us always coming on the 

radio exactly when I need it. 

But not today. Kim’s words strike a blow to those hopes. I collapse into her arms. 

Kim’s tears start, too. She misses John, she misses her husband. She so would have liked 

to have had a sign, any sign, from John. We let the tears flow, so close to heaven here on 

Angel’s Landing, but so far away… 

 

Maybe we make this all up, these stories, these tales we tell each other, these tales 

we need to tell ourselves. Maybe we just need the story, to make this tragic life of 

drudgery bearable, to keep us going in the face of adversity. Maybe it’s all just a big pile 

of shit, maybe the realists are right, life sucks and then you die. Maybe I should just get 

my head out of my ass. 

But Kim will never give in to that, she is way too much a lover of life, just like 

Debbie. They truly do share so much of the same spirit that I sometimes call her “Deb.” 
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Kim tells me on the way down, before we catch up with the group, that she has come to 

grips with her regrets and remorse, and that maybe it is okay if Debbie and John are not 

guiding us daily anymore. Maybe they have done their work, and have now taken off our 

training wheels, because they have given us all that we need now to navigate forward. 

Maybe it is time we release them, to continue their Hero’s Journey, further along their 

heavenly path. 

I know with every fiber of my being and soul that Kim was sent to me, and me to 

her, for some divine purpose. And here she is once again, picking me up, giving me the 

gift, on her birthday. I am humbled and grateful once again. I choose to believe her 

explanation. We arrive back at the valley floor at peace with the day’s events, grateful 

even, for the gift of adventure and accomplishment. We let go of the condors. 

 

Later that night, there is a great celebration, a sound healing. It is exactly as 

described, a ceremony of healing using the vibrations and waves from ancient 

instruments – a didgeridoo, Tibetan bowls, wooden percussion instruments and shakers, 

and gongs tuned to the frequency of the sun and the moon. The music is unlike anything 

we have ever experienced. It has to be experienced, it has to be felt, there is no room for 

passive listening. 

The ceremony itself, in my brief peekings, involved not only music, but also 

sacred waters and oils delivered by shamans and priestess, a bit out of my normal comfort 

zone. But I let so many things go on my journey to Angel’s Landing today, that I just let 

go of any expectations and prejudices about this ceremony, too. I let it flow through me. 

It does flow through me, and Kim too, and others offer the same comments. I 

don’t know what it is, I don’t know what is happening, but it is powerful and peaceful, a 

meditation unlike any I have ever experienced. And through the shock and awe of the 

thunderous crashing of the gongs, rattled by the deep bass of the didgeridoo, shaped by 

the bending notes of the bowls filling space, the cobwebs of doubts and regrets are chased 

away by the wooden shakers. In its place now resides a genuine peace. Yes, a healing 

peace, a feeling of emerging to a place of safety after surviving a harrowing journey. Kim 

feels it too. 
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We retire to our campsite after the sound healing, and build a roaring fire. We sit 

next to each other at the end of a very full day, an incredible day, another amazing 

adventure. We try to take it all in, nipping on bourbon as a fox ducks out of the shadows 

behind our tent. The full moon lights our campsite, the trees casting moonshadows. We 

are moved to pray, kneeling together in the meadow next to our campsite. We let go of 

expectations and linear understanding, just going with the flow. We melt into each other, 

physically, emotionally, spiritually, into our down sleeping bags, into this canyon, into 

the silvery lunar landscape, into this amazing universe, and finally, into deep, deep 

sleep… 

 

In the morning we sadly realize it is our last day in Zion. We pack up, grateful to 

site B20 for the gifts of these past few days, the most precious being simply being 

together for four straight days. But before leaving, we venture down to the Virgin River, 

to the spot where I made my vow to live from the heart exactly three years prior. 

The water is cold; we won’t be getting into it today. It doesn’t matter, at this point 

I have let it all go. So what if I made a vow here three years ago that wasn’t recognized 

by condors this year? It is still a wonderful story, it serves me well. I don’t regret it, and I 

still cherish and honor the lessons. I don’t need a sign to continue those vows. 

A doe crosses the river right where we are standing, before disappearing into the 

cottonwoods. My eyes follow. Hey, what is that? Kim and I walk closer, looking intently 

at the cottonwoods. They are laden with buds, just like three years ago. Again a spherical, 

sap-like, greenish drop tips the end of each bud. I didn’t realize three years ago that it 

wasn’t a water droplet. But they are not lit up today, like they were three years ago, when 

the entire universe, reflecting outward through all the cosmos, and reflecting inward into 

the vast space between electron and nucleus, was contained in that sparkling droplet. 

Today they are just cottonwood buds. I am disappointed. 

 

But in an instant, my consciousness shifts.  

I am in the exact same spot I was three years ago, the mountain and sky in front of 

me, the river at my feet. The cottonwoods and the buds are still here, too, as is the vow. 

But now the physical fulfillment of that promise is here, also.  
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The spark is not in the buds. The spark has shifted, from cottonwoods in the mind 

of a dreamer, to the bright blue eyes of an angel who stands here today, real. She stares 

back at me under the trees, under the mountain, beneath the sky, beside the Virgin River. 

The entire universe is reflected in her Goddess eyes, outward through all the cosmos, and 

inward, into the vast spaces between electrons and nucleus. The space that is shared by 

two souls. 

I am stunned... 

 

Back at camp, we are moved to dance, right there in campsite B20. Our neighbors 

look on quizzically.  

“Cowboy take me away…”  

It is the same cabin dance we have always shared, over countless lifetimes, since 

the beginning of time. The dance that plays out in our stare. The gift of the goddess. 
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AGAIN, MAYBE I make these stories up, in my mind, in my imagination. It can 

be argued I went looking for this story, that I made up something to justify my beliefs, to 

honor my vow. Maybe I see what I believe. 

The truth is – I don’t care anymore what the truth is. I have been searching for the 

truth my entire life, and it has always eluded me. The truth is, maybe we make our own 

truths. The truth is, maybe magic does exist, maybe we are creators, and maybe we can 

create whatever we truly want. And the truth is, at that moment, along the River Virgin, a 

vision was manifest physically, in a way so unexpected - and even more beautiful - than I 

could have imagined… 

 

I so want to share this amazing story during the morning session on the last day of 

the conference, for I am not sure I can share this account in any other setting. I try, my is 

hand up in the conference room, but so are many other hands. I want so much to tell 

everyone to get out there and do a ceremony, to make a vow to live from love, to live 

from the heart, and then to let things go, to just let life unfold and manifest what you truly 

want. It has happened to me, it can happen to you! Let’s all get out there, and celebrate, 

let’s all get naked and baptized in the Virgin River, into a new life of love! 

But alas, everyone has a story to share, so many have had amazing experiences in 

Zion this weekend. The microphone is never going to get to me, I realize. Sigh. But this 

time, I learn from my lesson of yesterday, and let go of my desire to share. It’s not meant 

to be at this point, for better reasons, even if I don’t understand those reasons. I know I 

would not have done the story justice in two minutes anyway. It needs a bigger platform, 

a long-tale medium. I stow it away for its proper time. 

 

After the morning session, we have lunch with Elizabeth and Robert, another 

amazing couple we have met here but have not had the time to really talk with. Over 

sandwiches on a picnic table in the Canyon, we do get to tell them our story and a bit 

about our relationship. 

“Ahh, you guys are twin souls” says Robert. 

Twin souls? 

“Twin souls come from an idea of there being another half of ourselves, without 
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which we are incomplete” explains Robert. 

“Writers have been thinking about this idea for thousands of years, right back to 

the Ancient Egyptians and the the Greek philosopher Plato. The idea is that we were once 

whole but then got divided into two, and that we live our lives yearning and unhappy as 

we wish to be reunited with our other half. When we find this twin soul our lives are then 

complete and we spend blissful times with this special person.” 

Robert goes on to explain the signs that you have found your twin soul, and yes, 

Kim and I both agree that we share these signs. Yes, there was instant recognition, a very 

unusual meeting, we know what the other is thinking, we hate being apart, we feel a 

spiritual awakening, for a divine purpose, and yes, the sex is hot! Oh yeah, there is also a 

sense of completeness that goes beyond what either of us ever thought possible. 

Robert and Elizabeth are twin souls, too, and they share with us their amazing 

story, but mostly their amazing bond, which we can plainly see and certainly understand. 

It is comforting, knowing there are others out there who understand and feel the same 

way. We trade observations and anecdotes, and vow to remain in touch.  

This is the confirmation that Kim and I needed to hear, that we are not completely 

crazy. We’re thinking of starting a complicated life together, surely it will be fraught with 

obstacles and challenges. Is it the best thing for us? Is it the best thing for our children? 

Will we be able to navigate the challenges? Will we survive them? Maybe we just need to 

trust in our path, so clearly laid out before us. Maybe it is divined, and we are being led 

by the stars, by Debbie and John, to take on this blended family, for the betterment of all. 

I’m not 100% sure about all this. I have never heard of twin souls, but I denied 

even soulmates most of my life. What I do know is that it has been a amazing, eye-

opening path to get here, and I do know that Kim and I are very special. And maybe just 

thinking you are special, makes it that way. Maybe that’s all we need. Maybe we don’t 

need a sign, we just need faith in each other and a remembrance of how truly special the 

other is, even in the ordinary. Like Bill teaches. 

 

Buoyed by our lunch talks, and with an hour to pass before dinner, I am suddenly 

compelled to go back to the river with Kim, even if it is a different part of the river far 

from our camp. We drive maybe a quarter mile down the road from the Lodge. I pull off 
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the road along a long straight stretch, and we walk towards the river. I have no idea why I 

stopped here. The river courses through the canyon for fifteen miles, we could have done 

this anywhere. 

We walk hand in hand in the floodplain, towards the river on a sandy bench, 

about 10 feet above the river bed, thrilled to just be here together. As we get near the 

river, there is a sharp drop-off, a sandy cliff leading down to the river.  

When I see it, an electric shock stops me cold, like the first time Kim and I 

touched. 

 

There, snaking out of the Virgin River, made of stones rounded smooth by the 

ever-flowing water, standing over five feet tall, and capped by a special rounded stone - 

is the most elaborate cairn I have ever seen… 

 

 

https://brokentoblended.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/photo-19.jpg  

 

Picture of Kim and I w The Cairn! 

 

  

https://brokentoblended.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/photo-19.jpg


 306 

Epilogue - Gifts of the Goddess 
 

 

“There are two ways to live your life.  One is as though nothing is a miracle.  The 

other is as though everything is a miracle.”  – Albert Einstein 

 

 

 

I don’t know what to say about the cairn, other than there it was. I don’t know 

why we happened to stop along the river where we did. We don’t know who built it or 

when, and can’t think of any logical explanation of why it was there exactly when we 

were there. Somebody obviously put a lot of effort into it, though. And we just happened 

upon it before the river reclaimed it. Right there on the river, it would take only one flash 

flood to return the rocks to the riverbed. All I could do was look at it, mouth agape, 

before bursting out in laughter. Checkmate! 

Well, there’s our sign.  

And to think, I wanted a condor! 

Kim and I spent some time at the mother of all cairns, looking at it, crawling into 

it, taking pictures from every angle, shaking our heads and laughing, reveling in the pure 

joy of not only a sign, but a glorious sign. From out of nowhere.  

Or was it of our own creating?  

Do we see only want we want to see?  

And once again, does it matter? 

 

Kim and I make our choice. We decide that this cairn is special. We decide we 

need to mark it with a ceremony. So we enter the river naked, the water icy, but our 

hearts warm. Our eyes lock, the portal between our souls wide open. Kim blesses my 

head with water, I bless her heart with the same. We kneel in the sand, facing each other, 

arms raised to the universe, and tears rolling down our cheeks. We give thanks, to the 

spark that lives in the cottonwood buds and blue eyes. To the mountains and the sky and 

sunshine. To the gifts of our meeting and our shared heart. To Debbie, to John. To all our 
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helpers and teachers. To the cairns that have led us there.  

 

Kim and I also decide that we are special. We have been granted a second chance 

at love, an amazing love, too, right here in middle age. It is an unexpected gift, we both 

recognize. After both our spouses had died, in the immediate wreckage of our lives, this 

is something that could never have been dreamed possible. But here it is. 

A miracle, guided by our lost loved ones, destined by the signs?  

Or simply chance?  

You decide.  

 

We’ve made our choices here, too... 
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Afterword 
 

And so we have chosen to move forward together, combining our lives, 

combining our families. There is a lot of work before us. The trials and tribulations of 

blending families are daunting, we know that. It will not be easy; change never is.  

But we have survived the wild river, been tested by death, and had the courage to 

move on from destruction. We have teachers, and we’ve picked up some tools to help us 

on the way. We know solutions will be presented to whatever challenges arise, if we look 

around. We have all we need to return from the next abyss.  

And mostly, we have our story. The signs only make sense within the story we 

have chosen to write. Of course it is our interpretation, but our story gives us meaning. 

We will hold onto our story, to set us straight when we are off track. To remind us that 

we are special, even when we are ordinary. 

I have found a new vocation. I am following a new career map, one cairn at a 

time. You are (reading) holding the second milestone in your hands. All the signs have 

pointed this way. I’ve chosen to follow, wherever it might lead. 

Kim and I know we will have to be vigilant. Temptations and distractions are still 

there. It is still easy to lose faith, to get sucked into ruts and vices. We have resources to 

help us there, too. As always, it will be our choices that define who we really are. 

 

But we have looked into our hearts. This is the right path.  

Our path.  

The cairns confirm it.  
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Appendix 

 

The Twelve Steps Of Alcoholics Anonymous 

 

1. We admit we are powerless over alcohol—that our lives have become 

unmanageable.  

2. Come to believe that a Power greater than ourselves can restore us to sanity.  

3. Make a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we 

understand Him.  

4. Make a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.  

5. Admit to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our 

wrongs.  

6. Are entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.  

7. Humbly ask Him to remove our shortcomings.  

8. Make a list of all persons we have harmed, and become willing to make amends 

to them all.  

9. Make direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so 

would injure them or others.  

10. Continue to take personal inventory and when we are wrong promptly admit it.  

11. Seek through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God, 

as we understand Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the 

power to carry that out.  

12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these Steps, we try to carry this 

message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs 
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Appendix 

 

Eleven Principles for Truly Intimate Relationships 

(for those who are ready) 

Bill Bauman 

 

1. Adore this precious person as the “god” or “goddess” of your life, as a pure gift 

given to you by Love itself—even in the face of any psychological or societal 

considerations that might call you to a different approach. 

2. Be clear about and remind yourself of the soulful truth of this sacred 

relationship—its deep wisdom, its purposeful meaning in your life, its true 

invitations, etc.—and let that truth guide your every thought and action in relation 

to your partner. 

3. Never allow yourself to interpret, evaluate, judge or theorize about your partner’s 

actions, psyche, thought patterns or personality. Such mental activity is a 

complete waste of time in a true relationship; in fact, it destroys intimacy. 

4. Always ask your heart (more than your mind) how it feels and what it suggests in 

relationship to “x” aspect of your partner—especially if “x” aspect is bothering, 

irritating or concerning you. 

5. Remind yourself that, no matter what the interpersonal situation or drama between 

you, it is you (not the other person) who needs to change, stretch, grow, give, 

expand, etc. The other person’s processes or changes are literally none of your 

business. 

6. Remind yourself that, spiritually and subconsciously, you chose your partner’s 

seeming idiosyncrasies, imbalances, inadequacies and insecurities (as well as 

his/her wondrous and magnificent aspects) so that you would have the privilege of 

learning unconditional love. Commit yourself to learning this “graduate” version 

of unconditional love, and do so in this relationship. 

7. Be totally present to this person in every interaction. Listen to, be caring about 

and feel/experience your partner as he/she speaks and interacts with you. This 



 311 

person deserves your total presence. 

8. No matter what, avoid every urge, need or temptation to fix, heal, change or 

otherwise insert yourself into the learning/growth process of the other person. 

Your only “job” in this relationship is to love, honor, adore, support and believe 

totally in your partner (she/he then does the rest). 

9. Move beyond all personal expectations, needs or desires in relation to your 

partner. Love, yet do not expect love in return. Give, but don’t look for your 

beloved to give back to you. Take care of your own perceived emotional and 

physical needs rather than looking for your partner to take care of them. 

10. Remind yourself regularly that real intimacy is never about your being right, 

being in charge or being seen as intelligent. It’s only and always about your being 

loving—period. Yes, loving—period. 

11. Feel and express gratitude for the blessing that your partner is to you every day—

both internally (expressed to yourself) and externally (expressed to your partner). 

 


