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When he did, bringing his new friend with him, there was a differ-
ent ook in his eyes. A look of independence, of self-possession, of
inalienable horseness. His friend eventually became pregnant. For
months and months there was, it seemed to me, a mutual feeling
between me and the horses of justice, of peace. I fed apples to them
both. The look in Blue's eyes was one of unabashed “this is itness.” =

It did not, however, last forever. One day, after a visit to the city; [
went out to give Blue some apples. He stood waiting, or so I thought,
though not beneath the tree. When I shook the tree and jumped back
from the shower of apples, he made no move. [ carried some over to
him. He managed to half-crunch one. The rest he let fall to the
ground. I-dreaded looking into his eyes—because I had of course
noticed that Brown, his partner, had gone—but I did look. If I had
been born into slavery, and my partner had been sold or killed, my eyes
would have looked like that. The children next door explained that
Blue’s partner had been “put with him” (the same expression that old
people used, I had noticed, when speaking of an ancestor during slav-
ery who had been impregnated by her owner) so that they could mate
and she conceive. Since that was accomplished, she had been taken
back by her owner, who lived somewhere else.

- Will she be back? I asked.

They didn’t know. i ,

Blue was like a crazed person. Blue was, to me, a crazed person. He
galloped furiously, as if he were being ridden, around and around his
five beautiful acres. He whinnied until he couldn’t. He tore at the
ground with his hooves. He butted himself against his single shade
tree. He looked always and always toward the road down which his
partner had gone. And then, occasionally, when he came up for apples,
or I took apples to him, he looked at me. It was a look so piercing, so
full of grief, a look so human, I almost laughed (I felt too sad to cry) to
think there are people who do not know that animals suffer. People like
me who have forgotten, and daily forget, all that animals try to tell u
“Everything you do to us will happen to you; we are your teachers, a
you are ours. We are one lesson” is essentially it, I think. There ar
those who never once have even considered animals’ rights: those w.
have been taught that animals actually want to be used and abused
us, as small children “love” to be frightened, or women “love” to
mutilated and raped. . . . They are the great-grandchildren of those wh
honestly thought, because someone taught them this: “Women ca
think,” and “niggers can’t faint” But most disturbing of all, in Blue
large brown eyes was a new look, more painful than the look of despal
the look of disgust with human beings, with life; the look of hatred. An

it was odd. what the look of hatred did. It gave him, for the first ime
the look of a beast. And what that meant was that he had putupa bar:,
rier within to protect himself from further violence; all. the~aapp1e5' in
the world wouldn’t change that fact. . v legrl e
And so Blue remained, a beautiful part of our landséépe, very peace-
ful to look at from the window, white against the grass. Once a friend
came to visit and said, looking out on the soothing view: “And it would
have to be a white horse; the very image of freedom.” And I thought,
yes, the animals are forced to become for us merely “images” of what
they once so beautifully expressed: And we are used to drinking milk
from containers showing “contented” cows, whose real lives we want to
hear nothing about, eating eggs and drumsticks from “happy” hens,
and munching hamburgers advertised by bulls of integrity who seem to
command their fate. . EET : ST :
- As we talked of freedom and justice one day for all, we sat down to
steaks. [ am eating misery, I thought, as I took the first bite. And spit it out.
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Annie Dillard possesses one of the most recognizable voices in contempo-
rary American prose. Her energetic and eclectic style, ranging from that
of the religious mystic to that of the stand-up comedian, reflects her per-
ception that existence embraces both the sublime and the absurd. Born
in Pittsburgh and educated at Hollins College in Virginia, Dillard
describes herself as “a poet and a walker with a background in theology
and a penchant for quirky facts.” Her books, she says, are not consciously
about nature so much as “about what it feels like to be alive.” Yet Pilgrim:
at Tinker Creek, which won the Pulitzer Prize for Non-Fiction in 1974,
‘ hqs become one of the most influential and widely imitated works of con-
ltemporary nature writing; Its account of a year in the Roanoke Valley of
the Blue Ridge Mountains explores the nature of human conscious-
ness as much as local natural history, and gravitates toward mystery
rather than conclusions. In contrast to other_contemporary writers like
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nd Wendell Berry, Dillard’s intent is not to discover or
f}iv:;cl?of;b(l:zy e?wironmental etrigc but to bear u{itness ecryrzfall(lytstcgoihz
beauty and terror of existence. Her other works include Arllc Ae;n for a
Prayer Wheel (1974), Teaching a Stone to Talk (1982»3}’1 n % e
Childhood (1987), The Writing Life (1989), and For the Time g

(1999)- :

HEAVEN AND EARTH IN JEST - 5
) ‘to have a cat, an old fighting tom, who vyould jump through
th«’-:Iol;:s:rcl1 vt;r?dow by my bed in t}gle middle of the night and landdon my.
chest. I'd half-awaken. He'd stick his skull under my noseban p}lllrr,
stinking, of urine and blood. Some nighfs‘ he kneadefl r}r:y are cl }els -
with his front paws, powerfully, arching his back, as if s 'arpe;}éngw k13 i
claws, or pummeling a mother for mil.k. And some r.noi')rlnn%s. I w}i g 2
in daylight to find my body cct)}\l/ered with paw prints in blood; I loo e
’d been painted with roses. =
® tl};(:;/lagshhloctl, $0 hofthe mirror felt warm. I washed before Fhe mlrrlc:rlm ’;
a daze, my twisted summer sleep still hung about me hk(;:h sea kelp
What blood was this, and what roses? It could have beenth eblrosi:1 0
union, the blood of murder, or the rose of b.eauty bare and the ; :1)% o
some unspeakable sacrifice or birth. The sign on my body tl-clou kave
been an emblem or a stain, the keys to the kingdom oi de 1t1r1ark 3
Cain. I never knew. I never knew as I washed-, and the llnfoo s ez(;l ; .
faded, and finally disappeared, whethe}' I'd purified myse lcl)r ruine .
blood sign of the passover. We wake, if we ever }vake a}t all, to rr;y; \;}ln
rumors of death, beauty, violence. . . .:“Seerfl like we're ]usts;le ‘ lo
here,” a woman said to me recently, “and don’t nobody know’w y

: are morning matters, pictures you dream as thf: fina.liyay
he;/tse S;/:ou up on tl;ge, sand to the bright light and (.ikrymgk, glrh;’
remember pressure, and a curved sleep you rgsted agamsté'so ,- =
scallop in its shell. But the air hardens your skin; you stand; }:ouli /’
the lighted shore to explore some di}’n headlz}nd, and soon you Te
the leafy interior, intent, remembering nothing. ,

T sl thi ©ornings, when I wake. Things
I still think.of that old tomcat, mornings, w Things.
tamer now; [ sleep with the window shut.“Thg cat and our ’I‘ltCS

Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (New York: Harper and Row, 1974).
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gone and my life is changed, but the memory remains of something

powerful playing over me. I wake expectant, hoping to see a new thing.
If 'm lucky I might be jogged awake by a strange birdcall. I dress in a
hurry, imagining the yard flapping with auks, or flamingos. This morn-
ing it was a wood duck, down at the creek. It flew away. .

Ilive by a creek, Tinker Creek, in a valley in Virginia’s Blue Ridge.
An anchorite’s hermitage is called an anchor-hold; some anchor-holds
were simple sheds clamped to the side of a church like a barnacle to a
rock. I think of this house clamped to the side of Tinker Creek as an
anchor-hold. It holds me at anchor to the rock bottom of the creek itself
and it keeps me steadied in the current, as a sea anchor does, facing the
stream of light pouring down. It’s a good place to live; there’s a Iot to
think about. The creeks— Tinker and Carvin’s—are an active mystery,
fresh every minute. Theirs is the mystery of the continuous creation and
all that providence implies: the uncertainty of vision, the horror of the
fixed, the dissolution of the present, the intricacy of beauty, the pressure
of fecundity, the elusiveness of the free, and the flawed nature of perfec-
tion. The mountains—Tinker and Brushy, McAfee’s Knob and Dead
Man—are a passive mystery, the oldest of all. Theirs is the one simple
mystery of creation from nothing, of matter itself, anything at all, the
given. Mountains are giant, restful, absorbent. You can heave your spirit
into a mountain and the mountain will keep it, folded, and not throw it
back as some creeks will. The creeks are the world with all its stimulus
and beauty; I live there. But the mountains are home,

~The wood duck flew away. [ caught only a glimpse of something like
a bright torpedo that blasted the leaves where it flew. Back at the house
I'ate a bowl of oatmeal; much later in the day came the long slant of
light that means good walking, : :
- Ifthe day is fine, any walk will do; it all looks good. Water in particu-
lar looks its best, reflecting blue sky in the flat, and chopping it into
graveled shallows and white chute and foam in the riffles. On a dark
day, or a hazy one, everything’s washed-out and lackluster but the
water: It carries its own lights. I set out for the railroad tracks, for the.

hill the flocks fly over, for the woods where the white mare lives. But I
go to the water.

- Today is one of those excellent January partly cloudies in which
ight chooses an unexpected part of the landscape to trick out in gilt,

_and then shadow sweeps it away. You know you're alive. You take huge
steps, trying to feel the planet’s roundness arc between your feet.
Kazantzakis says that when he was young he had a canary and a globe.
 When he freed the canary, it would perch on the globe and sing. All
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his life, wandering the earth, he felt as though he had a canary on topf
is mind, singing. o k
o }{;\iersl;l of the ghogvse, Tinker Creek makes a sharp loop, so that the;
creek is both in back of the house, south of me, and also on the other
side of the road, north of me. I like to go north. There the aft?mqon
sun hits the creek just right, deepening the reflected blue and lighting
the sides of trees on the banks. Steers from the pasture across thf: creekk’,
come down to drink; I always flush a rabbit or two there; L sit on'a
fallen trunk in the shade and watch the squirrels in the sun. Therg are
two separated wooden fences suspended from cables that cross Fhe,
creek just upstream from my tree-trunk bench. They keep the §t§elzs,
from escaping up or down the creek when they come. to frm :
Squirrels, the neighborhood children, and T use the 'downstreatim enc
as a swaying bridge across the creek. But the steers are th.ere,to aye 1 -
I sit on the downed tree and watch the black steers §hp on the creek
bottom. They are all bred beef: beef heart,'beef hide, beef h%;ks
They're a human product like rayon. They're hkg a field of shoes.; hey
have castiron shanks and tongues like foam 1r'1$oles‘ You can't see
through to their brains as you can with other animals; they have beef
ind their eyes, beef stew. i
= ?i}rlclarsls the fen};e six feet above the water, walking my hands dqwny
the rusty cable and tightroping my feet along the narrow edge of th\e
planks. When I hit the other bank and terra ﬁrrqa, some steers are
bunched in a knot between me and the barbc?d—v_vxre fc?nce I-w‘/ant to
cross. So I suddenly rush at them in an enthusiastic sprint, ﬂmlxggurpz:,
arms and hollering, “Lightning! Copperhead! Swedish meatda, sth
They flee, still in a knot, stumbling across the flat pasture. I stand with
i my face. ; o
meWw;lr;ic;rllidZ under a barbed-wire fence, cross a ﬁe?d,and run pye}i(
sycamore trunk felled across the water, I'm on a little island Shf.ip’edil ke
a tear in the middle of Tinker Creek. On one side gf the creel.c 1§'a(:15tee
forested bank; the water is swift and deep on that side of the islan L
the other side is the level field T walked through. next to the steers’ gah
ture: the water between the field and the island is shallow anfl “Slufgg: 1
T summer’s low water, flags and bulrushes grow along a series of rsf al-
low pools cooled by the lazy current. Water s.tnders patxol,th}ei- gut arf;‘
film, crayfish hump along the silt bottom eating filth, frogs s ﬂ-(lm a
glare, and shiners and small bream hide among roots from eisual
green heron’s eye. I come to this island every month of the year. | wthe
around it, stopping and staring, or strgddl.e the sycamore log1 ~9f¥‘§da
creek, curling my legs out of the water in winter, trying to re?t}.lv =
sit on dry grass at the end of the island by the slower side of the cre
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I'm drawn to this spot. I come to it as to an oracle; I return to it as a man
years later will seek out the battlefield where he lost a leg or an arm.

‘A couple of summers ago I was walking dlong the edge of the island
to see what I could see in the water, and mainly to scare frogs. Frogs
have an inelegant way of taking off from invisible positions on the bank
just ahead of your feet, in dire panic, emitting a froggy “Yike!” and
splashing into the water. Incredibly, this amused me, and, incredibly, it
amuses me still. As I walked along the grassy edge of the island, 1 got
better and better at seeing frogs both in and out of the water. I learned
to recognize, slowing down, the difference in texture of the light
reflected from mudbank, water, grass, or frog. Frogs were flying all
around me. At the end of the island I noticed a small green frog. He
was exactly half in and half out of the water, looking like a schematic
diagram of an amphibian, and he didn’t jump.

- He didn't jump; I crept closer. At last I knelt on' the island’s
winter-killed grass, lost, dumbstruck, staring at the frog in the creek just
four feet away. He was a very small frog with wide, dull eyes. And just as
I'looked at him, he slowly crumpled and began to sag. The spirit van-
ished from his eyes as if snuffed. His skin emptied and drooped; his very:
skull seemed to collapse and settle like a kicked tent. He was shrinking
before my eyes like a deflating football. I watched the taut, glistening
skin on his shoulders ruck, and rumple, and fall. Soon, part of his.skin,
formless as a pricked balloon, lay in floating folds like bright scum on
top of the water: it was a monstrous and terrifying thing. I gaped bewil-
dered, appalled. An oval shadow hung in the water behind the drained
frog; then the shadow glided away. The frog skin bag started to sink. -

- I had read about the giant water bug, but never seen one. “Giant
water bug” is really the name of the creature, which is an enormous,
heavy-bodied brown beetle. It eats insects, tadpoles, fish, and frogs. Its
grasping forelegs are mighty and hooked inward. It seizes a victim with
these legs, hugs it tight, and paralyzes it with enzymes injected during a
vicious bite. That one bite is the only bite it ever takes. Through the
puncture shoots the poisons that dissolve -the victim’s muscles and
bones and organs—all but the skin—and through it the giant water bug
sucks out the victim’s body, reduced to a juice. This event is quite com-
mon. in warm fresh water. The frog I saw was being sucked by a giant

water bug. I had been kneeling on the island grass; when the unrecog-

nizable flap of frog skin settled on the creek bottor, swaying, I stood
up and brushed the knees of my pants. I couldn’t catch my breath.
. Of course, many carnivorous animals devour their prey alive. The

usual method seems to be to subdue the victim by downing or grasping
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it so it can’t flee, then eating it whole or in a series of bloody bites.
Frogs eat everything whole, stuffing prey into their mouths with their
thumbs. People have seen frogs with their wide jaws so full of live drag-
onflies they couldn’t close them. Ants don’t even have to catch their
prey: in the spring they swarm over newly hatched, featherless birds in
the nest and eat them tiny bite by bite. =
That it's rough out there and chancy is no surprise. Every live thing
is a survivor on a kind of extended emergency bivouac. But at the same
time we are also created. In the Koran, Allah asks, “The heaven and
the earth and all in between, thinkest thou I made them in jest?” It's a
good question. What do we think of the created universe, spanning an
unthinkable void with an unthinkable profusion of forms? Or what do
we think of nothingness, those sickening reaches of time in either

direction? If the giant water bug was not made in jest, was it then made
in earnest? Pascal uses a nice term to describe the notion of the cre-
ator’s, once having called forth the universe, turning his back to it
Deus Absconditus. Is this what we think happened? Was the sense of it
there, and God absconded with it, ate it, like a wolf who disappears
round the edge of the house with the Thanksgiving turkey? “God is
subtle,” Einstein said, “but not malicious.” Again, Einstein said tha
“nature conceals her mystery by means of her essential grandeur, no
by her cunning.” It could be that God has not absconded but spread, a:
our vision and understanding of the universe have spread, to a fabric o
spirit and sense so grand and subtle, so powerful in a new way, that we
can only feel blindly of its hem. In making the thick darkness a swad
dling band for the sea, God “set bars and doors” and said, “Hitherto
shalt thou come, but no further.” But have we come even that far?
Have we rowed out to the thick darkness, or are we all playing pinochle

in the bottom of the boat? : " s

Cruelty is a mystery, and the waste of pain. But if we describe 2
world to compass these things, a world that is a long, brute game, th
we bump against another mystery: the inrush of power and light, the
canary that sings on the skull. Unless all ages and races of men ha
been deluded by the same mass hypnotist (who?), there seems to
such a thing as beauty, a grace wholly gratuitous. About five years ag
saw a mockingbird make a straight vertical descent from the roof gutte
of a four-story building. It was an act as careless and spontaneousa
curl of a stem or the kindling of a star. D BER

~ The mockingbird took a single step into the air and dropped:
wings were still folded against his sides as though he were singing fror
limb and not falling, accelerating thirty-two feet per second per se
through empty air. Just a breath before he would have been dashe
the ground, he unfurled his wings with exact, deliberate care, revea

:
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the broad bars of white, spread his elegant, white- il and s
floated onto the grass. I had just rounde%i a ;orlrilet: v}:/flggelcllist?g; 311(;}1:’ -
step caught my eye; there was no one else in sight. The fact of ﬁucglnt
fall was like the old philosophical conundrum about the tree that f] sl] i
;he fogest The answer must be, I think, that beauty and gracevari ;el?
tgr};r;eth :rzil.ether or not we will or sense them. The least we can do'is try

Apother time [ saw another wonder: sharks off the Aflantic coast of
Florida. There. is a way a wave rises above the ocean horizon, a triangu-
lar wedge against the sky. If you stand where the ocean b’reaks or% a
sh_a]loyv beach, you see the raised water in a wave is translucent, shot
with lights. One late afternoon at low tide 2 hundred big sharks ’assed
the beach near the mouth of a tidal river in a feeding frenzy. A.E each
green wave rose from the chuming water, it illuminated within itself
the six- or eight-foot-long bodies of twisting sharks. The sharks disa
peared as each wave rolled toward me; then a new wave would swerl)i
ab.ove the horizon, containing in it, like scorpions in amber, sharks that
roiled and heaved. The sight held awesome wonders: ’power and
beauty, grace tangled in a tapture with violence. .

We don’t know what's going on here. If these tremendous events are
random combinations of matter run amok, the yield of millions of
monkeys at millions of typewriters, then what Is it in us, hammered out
of those same typewriters, that they ignite? We don’t kn;w. Ourlife isa

faint tr'acing on the surface of mystery, like the idle, curved tunnels of
leaf miners on the face of a leaf. We must somehow take a wider view
look at the whole landscape, really see it, and describe what's goin, or;
hg;e. Then we can at least wail the right question into the swaddglin
band of darkness, or, if it comes to that, choir the proper praise. i

At the time of Lewis and Clark, setting the prairies on fire was a

wellknown signal that meant, “Come down to the water.” It was an
e?(h'ayagarl't gesture, but we can’t do less. If the landscape ‘reveals one
certainty, it is that the exiravagant gesture is the very stuff of creation
j‘\fter the one extravagant gesture of creation in the first place, the ini-
verse has continued to deal exclusively in extravagances ﬂinéin intri-
cacies ar}d colossi down aeons of emptiness, heaping 7profusi§ns on
profligacies with ever-fresh vigor. The whole show has been on fire
g}?; ;hlelwollc'dlgo. I f(i:ome down to the water to cool my eyes. But every-
L look I see fire; ich isn’t flint is ti
ol o nf:;'that which isn’t flint is tinder, and the whole

Thave come to thé i i
V grassy island late in the day. The creek is up: jc
ater sweeps under the sycamore log bridge. The frog skin, of copL;rsey

5 utterly gone. I have stared at that one spot on the creek bottom for so
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cusing past the rush of water, that when I_stand, the opposite
1321;11% sfé)ems tcg)g slzretch before my eyes and flow grassily upstrea.m.tréhgin
the bank settles down I cross the sycamore log and enter again g
‘next to the steers’ pasture. . ..
Plo%li(el ifﬁiri: terrific out of tl})m west; the sun comes and gogs. I cag
see the shadow on the field before me deepgn uniformly an sgirza
like a plague. Everything seems so dull I am amazed I can leveélll 5 1: n:.
guish objects. And suddenly the light. runs across t}tf' ir} d like a
comber, and up the trees, and goes again in a wink: I dm vg gpgf
blind or died. When it comes againl,'the light, you hold your reat]
if i bout it until it goes again. - i
amit}sf i;it?l};soi/to ll)]e?tj%i;tjday of the year%At four o’clock the easte'mVsk;y
is a dead stratus black flecked with low white clouds. T}.lensu?h 1nbthe ~
west illuminates the ground, the mountains, and e§pec1ith ybl e’k,arg :~,
branches of trees, so that everywhere silver trees cut into ! :h ac Sl?jl
like a photographer’s negative of a landsi:iapg 11'112: Izlag) :lnSignse %:rﬁ)x‘llle .
; ountains are going on and oft i1 is. :
zllriii: Zs:l:s: 1? pulled from thge horizon, like a tablecl.oth' whgiped’ olffya
table. The hemlocks by the barbed-wire fence are flinging emselves
east as though their backs would break. Purple shadgws are rc'ilcmg gast,
the wind makes me face east, alrzd aglai; [ feel the dizzying, rg@ s
i hen the creek bank reeled. . ’
Sahtg’? fitflerﬁh\frty the sky in the east is clear; how coul‘d that !DIg blacl;ln !
be blown? Fifteen minutes later another _darlfness is COH}EII'lg ](?Vf; ea
from the northwest; and it’s here. Everything is dfame'd of its 1gdi ;tg
sucked. Only at the horizon do inky black mountains give way tﬁ) s :
lighted mountains—lighted not by direct dlumma’uor]l3 1bult(;a c:sr 11; ’
by glowing sheets of mist hung before .them. Now the > atc; e::l bl
east; everything is half in shadow, half.ln sun, every clg , ?;, ourk
and hedge. I can’t see Tinker Mountam‘ t}.lrough the line o'_1 ife;sm .nk,/
it comes on like a streetlight, ping, ex nihilo. Iis sapd§tpn¢dc iy pink
swell. Suddenly the light goes; the cliffs recede as 1f.pus.he. , e Sl;m
a clump of sycamores between me and.tf,xe mogmtams, 1e Zytf,; i
arms light up, and I can't see the cliffs. They're gone. The pale ’nn’ i
sycamore arms, which a second ago was transparent as a scr‘:j{f =
denly opaque, glowing with light. Now t‘t}e sycamore arms snuff
mountains come on, and there are the cliffs again. " b
- I'walk home. By five-thirty the show has pul]ed.out. No rgllgs 5
but an unreal blue and a few banked clouds low in the; no .ﬂ(e;
sort of carnival magician has been here, some ‘fast-.talku‘lg }:vo :
wonders who has the act backwards. “.Somethmg in thls’ ! ize
says, “something in this hand, something up my sleeve,,s‘q

Something,
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behind my back . . ” and abracadabra, he snaps his fingers, and it’s all
gone. Only the bland, blank-faced magician remains, in his unruffled
coat, bare-handed, acknowledging a smattering of baffled applause.
When you look again the whole show has pulled up stakes and
moved on down the road. It never stops. New shows roll in from over
the mountains and the magician reappears unannounced from a fold
in the curtain you never dreamed was an opening. Scarves of clouds,
rabbits in plain view, disappear into the black hat forever. Presto

chango. The audience, if there is an audience at all, is dizzy from
head-turning, dazed.

Like the bear who went over the mountain, [ went out to see what [
could see. And, I might as well warn you, like the bear; all that I could
see was the other side of the mountain: more of same. On a good day I
might catch a glimpse of another wooded ridge rolling under the sun
like water, another bivouac. I propose to keep here what Thoreau
called “a meteorological journal of the mind,” telling some tales and
describing some of the sights of this rather tamed valley, and exploring,
in fear and trembling, some of the unmapped dim reaches and unholy
fastnesses to which those tales and sights so dizzyingly lead.

- I'am no scientist. I explore the neighborhood. An infant who has
just learned to hold his head up has a frank and forthright way of gaz-
ing about him in bewilderment. He hasn’t the faintest clue where he s,
and he aims to learn. In a couple of years, what he will have learned
instead is how to fake it: he'll have the cocksure ajr of a squatter who
has come to feel he owns the place. Some unwonted, taught pride
diverts us from our original intent, which is to explore the neighbor-
hood, view the landscape, to discover at least where it is that we have
been so startlingly set down, if we can’t learn why.

So I think about the valley. It is my leisure as well as my work, a

game. It is a fierce game 1 have joined because it is being played any-
way, a game of both skill and chance, played against an unseen adver-
sary—the  conditions
suddenly arrive in a blast of light at any moment, might as well come to
me as anyone else. I stake the time I'm grateful to have, the energies
I'm glad to direct. I risk getting stuck on the board, so to speak, unable
to move in any direction, which happens enough, God knows; and I

tisk the searing, exhausting nightmares that plunder rest and force me
face down all

insects and crustaceans.

of time—in which the payoffs, which may

night long in some muddy ditch seething with hatching

Butif I can bear the nights, the days are a pleasure. [ walk dut; I see
some event that would otherwise have been utterly missed
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and lost; or something sees me, 1scllme g:nc;rmc};uil power brushes me

ith i ing, and I resound like a'beaten bell. ' .
WI?;rt:l‘;lia:xgorir, then, and I am also a stalker, or the mstrumen:}(l)
the hunt itself. Certain Indians used to carve long grooves fll.orﬁg the
wooden shafts of their arrows. They called the grooves 'hg til'mg
marks,” because they resembled the curved ﬁssure hghtnmg ;1;:;5
down the trunks of trees. The function of lightning marks is this: 1 ?
arrow fails to kill the game, blood from a deep wound will cham?g
along the lightning mark, streak down the arrow shaft, and sptz}iltt:r ﬂio
the ground, laying a trail dripped on broad-leaves, on stones, that the

barefoot and trembling archer can follow into whatever deep or rare

wilderness it leads. I am the arrow shaft, carved along my length by

unexpected lights and gashes from the very sky, and this book is; the
straying trail of blood.

Something pummels us, something barelyfshe?athed. Power broods
and lights. We're played on like a pipe; our brezat'h is not our ovs(fin. ]arrt;?
Houston describes two young Eskimo girls sitting cross—’legge on the
ground, mouth on mouth, blowing by tumns each 'others tl}roat cords,
making a low, unearthly music. When I cross again the b.ndge ﬂ;ath
really the steers’ fence, the wind has thinned to the delicate air of twi :ig’ &
it crumples the water’s skin. I watch the running sheets of light raised on

i ly passive, like the
the creek’s surface. The sight has the appeal of tljxe purely p , like the
racing of light under clouds on a field, the beautiful dream at the momen; ~
of being dreamed. The breeze is the merest puff, but you yourseh7 sail

headlong and breathless under the gale force of the spirit. . . .

LMNC LIKE WEASELS

A weasel is wild. Who knows what he thinks? Hg sleeps in hlS undﬁ
ground den, his tail draped over his nose. Sometimes he Iu‘/es in b
den for two days without leaving. Outside, he stalks rabblts,fmlc:
muskrats, and birds, killing more bodies ’Fhan hg can eat \V;vall;r'xz,’fan
often dragging the carcasses home. Obe.:dlent to 1{1$hnctt,hhethl zs,t ”
prey at the neck, either splitting the jugular vein at the tr{)é ;.
crunching the brain at the base of the skull, and he doses n% hg
One naturalist refused to kill a weasel wl?o was socketed into his | ZS
deeply as a rattlesnake. The man could in no way pry the tlp}f‘we S
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off, and he had to walk half a mile to water, the weasel dangling from
his palm, and soak him off like a stubborn label et

And once, says Ernest Thompson Seton—once, a man shot an eagle
out of the sky. He examined the eagle and found the dry skull of a
weasel fixed by the jaws to his throat. The supposition is that the eagle
had pounced on the weasel and the weasel swiveled and bit as instinct
taught him, tooth to neck, and nearly won. I would like to have seen
that eagle from the air a few weeks or months before he was shot: was
the whole weasel still attached to his feathered throat, a fur pendant?
Or did the eagle eat what he could reach, gutting the living weasel with

his talons before his breast, bending his beak, cleaning the beautiful
airborne bones? : .

I have been reading about weasels because I saw one last week. I
startled a weasel who startled me, and we exchanged a long glance.

Twenty minutes from my house, through the woods by the quarry
and across the highway, is Hollins Pond, a remarkable piece of shallow-
ness, where I like to go at sunset and sit on a tree trunk. Hollins Pond is
also called Murray’s Pond; it covers two acres of bottomland near
Tinker Creek with six inches of water and six thousand lily pads. In
winter, brown-and-white steers stand in the middle of it, merely damp-
ening their hooves; from the distant shore they look like' miracle itself,
complete with miracle’s nonchalance, Now, in summer, the steers are
gone. The water lilies have blossomed and spread to a green horizontal
plane that is terra firma to plodding blackbirds, and tremulous ceiling
toblack leeches, crayfish, and carp. : g
-+ This is, mind you, suburbia. It is a ive-minute walk in three directions
to rows of houses, though none is visible here. There’s 1 55 mph highway
at one end of the pond, and a nesting pair of wood ducks at the other.
Under every bush is a muskrat hole or a beer can, The far end is an alter-
nating series of fields and woods, fields and woods, threaded everywhere
with motorcycle tracks—in whose bare clay wild turtles lay eggs.
~+80. I had crossed the highway, stepped over two low barbed-wire
fences, and traced the motorcycle path in all gratitude through the wild
rose.and poison ivy of the pond’s shoreline up into high grassy fields.

_ Then I cut down through the woods to the mossy fallen tree where I sit.

This tree is excellent. It makes a dry, upholstered bench at the upper,
marshy end of the pond, a plush jetty raised from the thorny shore
between a shallow blue body of water and a deep blue body of sky.

- The sun had just set. I was relaxed on the tree trunk, ensconced in
the lap of lichen, watching the lily pads at my feet tremble and part

dreamily over the thrusting path of a carp. A yellow bird appeared to my
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ToTAL ECLIPSE.

1

een like dying, that sliding down the mountain pass. It hac’l-
bec::l}lliéll(i lt)he death ozso%neone, irrational, thaf: slidi.ng ‘dow‘n the; moun-
tain pass and into the region of dread. It was like slipping 1r11;o }élz‘ver,\or
falling down that hole in sleep from which you wake yourselt whimper-
ing. We had crossed the mountains thgt day, ?nd now we W(:;ek'm a
strange place—a hotel in centralWashmgton, in a town nelar ha 1rna;
The eclipse we had traveled here to see would occur early the n(yex’

morning.

Ilayin béd. My husband, Gary, was reading beside me. Ilay.»ml b;adh ~
and looked at the painting on the hotel room wayll. It was a Snnt o faf
detailed and lifelike painting of a smiling clown’s head,. ma ccla mit, ok
vegetables. It was a painting of the sort which you do not inten ’ to look
at, and which, alas, you never forget. Some'tast.eless fate presses %:::}lllpon ;
y(;u; it becomes part of the complex interior junk you carry w]l yo’fl} ,
wherever you go: Two years have passe’d since the total eclipse of
which I write. During those years have forgotten, I assume, a grtﬁat,
many things 1 wanted to remember—t;lbutlé }lluatvci: not forgotten' that

inti i ic setting in the old hotel.
Cb%?g’ iig\t:v?lg\;;sltéirdr.lazcmally,ghe wore a clown’s tight rubber wig,
painted white; this stretched over the top of his skul}, w}.uch was a]ca
bage. His hair was bunches of baby carrots. Inset in his whltehc own
makeup, and in his cabbage skull, were his small and laughl.ng urman
eyes. The clown’s glance was like the glance of Rembrandf: 1& sgfm&g
the self-portraits: lively, knowing, deep, a.nd loving. The crin 1e % .
ows around his eyes were string beans. His eygbrows were pa'rls. ey. Eacl
of his ears was a broad bean. His thin, joyful lips were red chili ngpgfrs
between his lips were wet rows of human tgeth and a suggeshon of ¢
real tongue. The clown print was framed in gilt and glasse .

| Tok put oﬁrselvéé in the path of the total eclipse, that'dgy 'w?:haéi
driven five hours inland from the Washington coast, where we live

When we tried to cross the Cascades range, an avalanche had blocke

th RPN , @
e}f 2sllsZpe’s worth of snow blocked the road; traffic backed up. Had the

avalanche buried any cars that morning? We could not leam.y Th

“Number six!” cried the man on television, “Number six!”
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highway was the only winter road over the mountains. We waited as
highway crews bulldozed a passage through the avalanche. With
two-by-fours and walls of plyboard, they erected a one-way, roofed tun-

-nel through the avalanche. We drove through the avalanche tunnel,

crossed the pass, and descended several thousand feet into central
Washington and the broad Yakima valley, about which we knew only
that it was orchard country. As we lost altitude, the snows disappeared;
our ears popped; the trees changed, and in the trees were strange birds.
I watched the landscape innocently, like a fool, like a diver in the rap-
ture of the deep who plays on the bottom while his air runs out.

The hotel lobby was a dark, derelict room, narrow as a corridor, and
seemingly without air. We waited on a couch while the manager van-
ished upstairs to do something unknown to our room. Beside us on an
overstuffed chair, absolutely motionless, was a platinum-blond woman in
her forties wearing a black silk dress and a strand of pearls. Her long legs
were crossed; she supported her head on her fist. At the dim far end of
the room, their backs toward us, sat six bald old men in their shirtsleeves,
around a loud television. Two of them seemed asleep. They were drunks.

On the broad lobby desk, lighted and bubbling, was a ten-gallon
aquarium containing one large fish; the fish tilted up and down in its
water. Against the long opposite wall sang a live canary in its cage.
Beneath the cage, among spilled millet seeds on the carpet, were a dec-
orated child’s sand bucket and matching sand shovel. S
Now the alarm was set for six. I lay awake remembering an article I
had read downstairs in the lobby, in an engineering magazine. The
article was about gold mining. e
In South Africa, in India, and in South Dakota, the gold mines
extend so deeply into the earth’s crust that they are hot. The rock walls
burn the miners’ hands. The companies have to air-condition the
mines; if the air conditioners break, the miners die. The elevators in
the mine shafts run very slowly, down, and up, so the miners’ ears will
not.pop in their skulls. When the miners return to the surface, their
faces are deathly pale.

~ Early the next morning we checked out. It was February 26, 1979, a
Monday morning. We would drive out of town, find a hilltop, watch the
eclipse, and then drive back over the mountains and home to the coast.
How familiar things are here; how adept we are; how smoothly and pro-
fessionally we check out! I had forgotten the clown’s smiling head and
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the hotel lobby as if they had never existed. Gary put the czllr ir; gear anq
off we went, as off we have gone to a hundred other adventures.

It was before dawn when we found a highw?y Ol:lt }(])f town oa‘;% ci:;yz
into the unfamiliar countryside. By the growmg.h.g twec puld seea
band of cirrostratus clouds in the sky. Later 3‘16 rlSll’ég sugo\;fn o

i We drove at ran ’

louds before the eclipse began. :
f;islz ;300;1 r:nge of unfenced hills. We pulled off the highway, bundlgc} ,
up, and climbed one of these hills.

il

Theﬂhill was five hundred fée{ high. Long ginter—l:iill_eé grtﬁis f(;)l‘é]e.red .

i i knees. We climbed and rested, sweating in 1d; v
;;sasseglgc}llu?;;? i)f bundled people on the,hﬂlsl?ftah w}}\l?nw;;e: ;it;l?f t\}]};

nd fiddling with cameras. The top of the hill s :

:iliilsgfzap:; téllxt sky. We tightened our scarve; and 1001(;(1 a}i?]‘ll:(?far o
another hill like ours. Between the , | o

E:}Slte Olfi;lslvf;;ewhich threaded south into &eyalley. This W?s th
¥a§ima valley; I had never seen it before. It is }u:stly famcl)]qs. or
biaﬂty like e\;ery planted valley. It extende.d s}(:utb;l m(tio t};fio “c,)”rgcgg;:
. ¢ f a valley, a Shangri-la. All its hundreds o , golder
gllcs)?;tlfc::: IcT)lr:haréls. Arynong the orchards were towns, and roads, an

river: from the river extended fine, frozen irrigation ditclllesi( 51?Sta
blun:ed and blued the sight, so that the wholef.valltaay bogindwusjwa
thickness or sediment at the bottom (;)i i:hzejj stcy. Dlr:l dyMt; i s
lowlands blued by distance, .
rﬁofnikﬁdiﬁsevr;EZnoZni?mous, snow-covered volcanic- cone risin
i ery.: : Do
ﬂatf\ll:)l\(: Eii;hviz:nug We could not see it; but ?116 sky behilnjll th
’ down the valley, some hi
d of clouds was yellow, and, far va .
E??har(zls iad lighted up. More ﬂ?e(\)}\)fle w;;le %arlzlfrlf;g;:grigzﬁvl;éi};
i i t. All of u du
and climbing the hills. It was the Wes s rugged Indh
i i lue nylon parkas. People |
were wearing knit caps and b _ e ed
i i hop in clumps among ad gra
the nearby hills and setting up shop [ fen B2
thered on hilltops to pray €
Tt looked as though we had all ga i
i h we had all crawled out of sp
on its last day. It looked as thoug e e
eparing to assault the valley below. It loc houg!
i/negewsir:ttgeg on ghilltops at dawn to sacrifice virgins, .rngkcrer;zzz
stone stelae in a ring. There was no place out of the wind: ' 4

grasses banged our legs.

- shadows on the blowing grass; freezing,

Total Eclipse

883

Up in the sky where we stood the air was lusterless yellow. To the
west the sky was blue. Now the sun cleared the clouds. We cast rough

we waved our arms. Near the
sun, the sky was bright and colorless. There was nothing to see. .

It began with no ado. It was odd that such a well-advértised public

event should have no starting gun, no overture, no introductory

speaker. I should have known right then that I was out of my depth.
Without pause or preamble, silent as orbits, a piece of the sun went
away. We looked at it through welders’ goggles. A piece of the sun was
missing; in its place we saw empty sky. .. : S
I'had seen a partial eclipse in 1970. A partial eclipse is very interest-
ing. It bears almost no relation to a total eclipse. Seeing a partial
eclipse bears the same relation to seeing a total eclipse as kissing a man
does to marrying him, or as flying in an airplane does to falling out of
an airplane. Although the one experience precedes the other, it in no

way prepares you for it. During a partial eclipse the sky does not
darken—not even when 94 percent of the sun is hidden. Nor does the
sun, seen colorless throu

We have all seen a sliver of light in the sky; we have all seen the cres-
~ cent moon by day. However, during a partial eclipse the air does

indeed get cold, precisely as if someone were standing between you
and the fire. And blackbirds do fly back to their roo

tial eclipse before, and here was another.

- What you see in an eclipse is entirely different from what you know.
Itis especially different for those of us w

gh protective devices, seem terribly strange.

sts. I had seen a par-

hose grasp of astronomy is so

frail that, given a flashlight, a grapefruit, two oranges, and fifteen years,
we still could not figure out which way to set the clocks for Daylight
Saving Time. Usual

 blinding you. But during an eclipse it is easy. What you see is much
_more convincing than any wild-eyed theory you may know.

ly it is a bit of a trick to keep your knowledge from

You may read that the moon has something to do with eclipses. I

 have never seen the moon yet. You do not see the moon. So near the
un, it is as completely invisible as the stars are by day. What you see

clore your eyes is the sun going through phases. It gets narrower and
arrower, as the waning moon does, and, like the ordinary moon, it

ravels alone in the simple sky. The sky is of course background. It does

appear to eat the sun; it is far behind the sun.

The sun simply
laves away; gradually, you see less sun and more sky. o

The sky’s blue was deepenihg, but there was no darkness. The sun

a5 a wide crescent, like a segment of tangerine. The wind freshened
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and blew steadily over the hill. The eastern hill across the highway
grew dusky and sharp. The towns and orchards in the valley to the
south were dissolving into the blue light. Only the thin river held a
trickle of sun. ;

Now the sky to the west deepened to indigo, a color never seen. A
dark sky usually loses color. This was a saturated, deep indigo, up in the
air. Stuck up into that unwordly sky was the cone of Mount Adams
and the alpenglow was upon it. The alpenglow is that red light of sun-
set which holds out on snowy mountaintops long after the valleys and
tablelands are dimmed. “Look at Mount Adams,” I said, and that was
the last sane moment I remember. : EHy

Euphrates valley, above the valley of the river we called River. We har-

vested the grass with stone sickles, I re
e g ‘ , 1 remember. We found th
%11 thc? hillsides; we built our shelter beside them and cut the;%:fjﬁs
at is how he used to look then, that one, moving and living and.

catching my eye, with the sky so dark behind hi !
ing. God save our life. ky so dark behind him, and the wind blow-

From all the hills came screams. A piece of sky besi
sun was detaching. It was a loosened Eircle of ezfle]r):i:fllg ikt)ljeszrdejzirllt
lighted f.rom. the back. It was an abrupt black body out of n’owhere- }t,
was a flat disk; it was almost over the sun. That is when there w’ l
screams. At once this disk of sky slid over the sun like a lid. The :li;
snapped over the sun like a lens cover. The hatch in the brain élammed
Abmpﬂy it was dark night, on the land and in the sky. In the night sk);
was a tiny ring of light. The hole where the sun belongs is ve siall A
thin ring of light marked its place. There was no sound. The Zyes dric;,d
the artene’s drained, the lungs hushed. There was no world }{N’e were
the world s dead people rotating and orbiting around an-d around
gmbecllded in the planet’s crust, while the earth rolled down. Our minds
were light-years distant, forgetful of almost everything, Onl); an exi:raorf
dinary act of will could recall to us our former, living selves and our
contexts in matter and time. We had, it seems, loved the planet and
loveq our lives, but could no longer remember the way of them. We got
the light wrong. In the sky was something that should not be tilere gIn
the black sky was a ring of light. It was a thin ring, an old, thin silver

wedding band, an old, worn ring. i i
) , g. 1t was an old wedding b
or a’morsel of bone. There were stars. It was all over. g bandin thé o

I turned back to the sun. It was going. The sun was going, and the
world was wrong. The grasses were wrong; they were platinum. Their
every detail of stem, head, and blade shone lightless and artificially dis
tinct as an art photographer’s platinum print. This color has never been
seen on earth. The hues were metallic; their finish was matte. The hill
side was a nineteenth-century tinted photograph from which the tints
had faded. All the people you see in the photograph, distinct and
detailed as their faces look, are now dead. The sky was navy blue. My
hands were silver. All the distant hills’ grasses were finespun meta
which the wind laid down. I was watching a faded color print of:
movie filmed in the Middle Ages; I was standing in it, by some mistake;
I was standing in a movie of hillside grasses filmed in the Middle Ag
I missed my own century, the people I knew, and the real light of da;

I looked at Gary. He was in the film. Everything was lost. He wa
platinum print, a dead artist’s version of life. I saw on his skull the dar
ness of night mixed with the colors of day. My mind was going out; my
eyes were receding the way galaxies recede to the rim of space: Gary
was light-years away, gesturing inside a circle of darkness, down:
wrong end of a telescope. He smiled as if he saw me; the stringy crin:
kles around his eyes moved. The sight of him, familiar and wrong, v
something I was remembering from centuries hence, from the oth
side of death: yes, that is the way he used to look, when we were livi
When it was our generation’s turn to be alive. I could riot hear him
wind was too loud. Behind him the sun was going. We had all start
down a chute of time. At first it was pleasant; now there was no st
ping it. Gary was chuting away across space, moving and talking a
catching my eye, chuting down the long corridor of separation.
skin on his face moved like thin bronze plating that would peel.

The grass at our feet was wild barley. It was the wild einkorn wh
which grew on the hilly flanks of the Zagros Mountains, above

I

It is now that the temptation is'stron
have seen enough; let’s go. Why burn
have to? But two years have passed; the
to the same buried alluvial beds and pic

gest to leave these regions. We
our hands any more than we
price of gold has risen. I return
k through the strata again.

1 saw, early in the morning, th dimini i
T saw, earl : g the sun diminish against a backdrop of
sky. I saw a circular piece of that sky appear, suddenly detached, blefa)ci-

ened, and backlighted; from nowhere | :
I”tkdid not look like the moon. It wase 1t came and overlapped the sun.
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had simply glanced up and seen this thing—then I doubtless would not
have speculated much, but would have, like Emperor Louis of Bavaria
in 840, simply died of fright on the spot.) It did not look like a dragon,
although it looked more like a dragon than the moon. It looked like 3
lens cover, or the lid of a pot. It materialized out of thin air—black, and
flat, and sliding, outlined in flame. o e
Seeing this black body was like seeing a mushroom cloud. The heart
screeched. The meaning of the sight overwhelmed its fascination. It
obliterated meaning itself. If you were to glance out one day and see a
row of mushroom clouds rising on the horizon, you would know at
once that what you were seeing, remarkable as it was, was intrinsically
not worth remarking. No use running to tell anyone. Significant as it
was, it did not matter a whit. For what is significance? It is significance
for people. No people, no significance. This is all I have to tell you.
In the deeps are the violence and terror of which psychology has
warned us. But if you ride these monsters deeper down, if you drop with
them farther over the world’s rim, you find what our sciences canno
locate or name, the substrate, the ocean or matrix or ether which buoy
the rest, which gives goodness its power for good, and evil its power for
evil, the unified field: our complex and inexplicable caring for each
other, and for our life together here. This is given. It is not learned. -

The world which lay under darkness and stillness following the clo
ing of the lid was not the world we know. The event was over. Its devas
tation lay round about us. The clamoring mind and heart 'stilled
almost indifferent, certainly disembodied, frail, and exhausted. Th
hills were hushed, obliterated. Up in the sky, like a crater from som
distant cataclysm, was a hollow ring. i
You have seen photographs of the sun taken during a total eclipse
The corona fills the print. All of those photographs were taken throug
telescopes. The lenses of telescopes and cameras can no more cover th
breadth and scale of the visual array than language can cover the bread
and simultaneity of internal experience. Lenses enlarge the sight, omi
context, and make of it a pretty and sensible picture, like something o
Christras card. I assure you, if you send any shepherds a Christmas ¢
on which is printed a three-by-three photograph of the angel of the Lo
the glory of the Lord, and a multitude of the heavenly host, they will
be sore afraid. More fearsome things can come in envelopes. More m
ing photographs than those of the sun’s corona can appear in magazi
But I pray you will never see anything more awful in the sky.~"
You see the wide world swaddled in darkness; you see a vast b
of hilly land, and an enormous, distant, blackened. valley; yo
towns’ lights, a river’s path, and blurred portions of your hat and sc
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you see your husband's face looking like an ear] -and-whi

and you see a sprawl of black sky angd blue sky toge}ﬁlaecrk i?t(lil Zﬁgﬁ}m’
- stars In 1t, some barely visible bands of cloud, and ov’er there, a : lfﬁ

wh;te ring. The ring is as small as one goose in a flock of mj nga

geese—if you happen to notice a flock of Ihigrating geese Itgizaong

360th part of the visible sky. The sun we see is Joss than half th di o

ter of a dime held at arm’s length saame

3 The Cral? ’Nebula, in the constellatibn Taurus; looks, through
{noculars, .Ilke a srn.oke ring. It is a star in the process of éxpldding
Light from its explosan first reached the earth in 1054; it was a supe%-.

miles a day. It is interesting to look through bj
‘ : re ' gh binoculars at somethi

e'xpandmg seventy million miles a day. It does not budge. Itso;;;ar:l%
size does not increase. Photographs of the Crab Nebula taken fifteen
%/.eirs ago seem -}dengca] to photographs of it taken yesterday. Some
ichens are similar. Botanists have measured some ordj 1
twice, at fifty-year intervals, without detect hatal, At
their cells divide; they live, - : ) ec: lilg any rovth atall. And yet
5 Th;1 small ring of light was like these things—like a ridiculousﬂlichen
up in the sky, like a perfectly still explosion 4,200 light-years away: it was
interesting, and lovely, and in witless motion, and. it had nothing to do

 with anything. TN
It had nothing to do with anything. The sun was too srﬁéll, and too

CQld;a}?d too far away, to keep the world alive, The white ring was not
enough. It was feeble and worthless. It was as useless as a. memory; it

:’ Was as off kilter and hollow and wretched as a memory. :
- When you try your hardest to recal] someone’s face, or the look of a

Place, you see in your mind’s eye some va ' i i
oy b gue and terrible sigh
,, ﬁhxs. Itis dark; it is insubstantial; it is al] wrong. - ; & tsuch as

 sky look as they must look in the mermori '
! ! es of the careless dead.
saw,:w}{at I seemed to be standing in, was all the wreckéci Iizlalt m :I:el
ﬁ g{}e?f);les of the dead could shed upon the living world. We had all
ed in our boots on the hilltops of Yakima, and were alone in eternity.

“Mply space stoppered our eyes and mouths: we ca i
mpty sp er s red for nothing.
emembered our living days wrong. With great effort we had ;grievnf
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d could no longer
loved. The dead were parted one from the other an .

roe:ember the faces and lands they had‘ loved in the light. They
seemed to stand on darkened hilltops, looking down. :

v

We teach ’our children one thing only, as we were taught: to wake

up. We teach our children to look alive there, to join by words and
activities the life of human culture on the planet’s crust. As adults we

are almost all adept at waking up. We have so mastered the transition

we have forgotten we ever learned it. Y.'et itisa transition v&ie,make 3
hundred times a day, as, like so many will-less do_lphu_ls, we g ‘ulrllgefaAn |
surface, lapse and emerge. We live half our }yaklng lives and all o our
sleeping lives in some private, useless, and msegsxble waters \Yle never
mention or recall. Useless, I say. . Valueless, I.rrught ad@~unh ksorx}gf
one hauls their wealth up to the surface and into the wide-awake ety,
in a form that people can use.

I do not know how we gdt to the restaurant. Like Roethke, “Iﬁakg"
my waking slow.” Gradually I seemed more or less alive, and already

forgetful. It was now almost nine in the morning. It was the day of a

e

solar eclipse in central Washington, and a fine adventure for everyon
The sky was clear; there was a fresh breeze out of the north. e
The restaurant was a roadside place with tables and booths:

irly shouting and exchanging enthusiasms, like fans,faft‘gr
:?V\;zorgdfaser)iles game,gDid ylgnli seek. d ? Dfid yclmospee Lo ? Thé@ srqrr}

i ething which knocked me for a loop. . =
bOC}{’ Zillcllejg(;n:tudengt, a boy in a blue parka who camgd a Haitzseélil’a
said to us, “Did you see that litﬂeth whiﬁ}e} ring? It looked like a Li e.Sav

ed like a Life Saver up in the sky.” itaniing
g 12‘3(5 Cslol 1fted?d.*The boy sgoke well. He was a 'walking alar;r% clock
myself had at that time no access to such a word. He co‘uld. wrﬁgl a 56:1
tence, and I could not. I grabbed that Life Saver and rode it E), }?s’
face. And I had to laugh. I had been dumbstmck on the up
River, I had been dead and gone and grieving, all over th]e Sl%
something which, if you could claw your way up to thagite‘;fe"f
would grant looked very much like a Life Saver. It was goo ods,a
~among people so clever; it was good to h’avg all the world’s Wotrh =
mind’s disposal, so the mind could begin its task. All those thing

The
other eclipse-watchers were there. From our booth we gould see tltl.exrl
cars” California license plates, their University of Washington par 1{;gﬁ
stickers. Inside the restaurant we were all eating eggs or waffles; people
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which we have no words are lost. The mind—the culture—has two lit-
tle tools, grammar and lexicon: a decorated sand bucket and a match.
ing shovel. With these we bluster about the continents and do all the
world’s work. With these we try to save our very lives. ,

There are a few more things to tell from this level, the level of the

restaurant. One is the old joke about breakfast. “It can never be satis-
fied, the mind, never.” Wallace Stevens wrote that, and in the long run
he was right. The mind wants to live forever, or to learn a very good
reason why not. The mind wants the world to return its love, or its
awareness; the mind wants to know all the world, and all eternity, and
God. The mind’s sidekick, however, will settle for two eggs over easy.
- The dear, stupid body is as easily satisfied as a spaniel. And, incredi-
bly, the simple spaniel can lure the brawling mind to its dish. It is ever-
lastingly funny that the proud, metaphysically ambitious, clamoring
mind will hush if you give it an egg. ,

Further: while the mind reels in deep space, while the mind grieves
or fears or exults, the workaday senses, in ignorance or idiocy, like so

- many computer terminals printing out market prices while the world

blows up, still transcribe their little data and transmit them to the ware-
house inthe skull. Later, under the tranquilizing influence of fried eggs,

the mind can sort through this data, The restaurant was a halfway house,
adecompression chamber, There I remembered a few things more.

) The deepest, and most terrifying, was this: I have said that I heard

screams. (I have since read that screaming, with hysteria, is a common
reaction even to expected total eclipses.) People on all the hillsides,
including, I think, myself, screamed when the black body of the moon
detached from the sky and rolled over the sun. But something else was
happening at that same instant, and it was this, I believe, which made
us scream. o :

" The second before the sun went out we saw a wall of dark shadow
come speeding at us. We no sooner saw it than it was upon us, like
thunder. It roared up the valley. It slammed our hill and knocked us
out. It was the monstrous swift shadow cone of the moon. T have since
read that this wave of shadow moves 1,800 miles an hour, Language can
give no sense of this sort of speed—1,800 miles an hour. It was 195 miles
wide. No end was in sight—you saw only the edge. It rolled at you
across the land at 1,800 miles an hour, hauling darkness like plague
béhind:/it.»VSeeing it, and knowing it was coming straight for you, was
like feeling a slug of anesthetic shoot up your arm. If you think very
fast, you may have time to think, “Soon it will hit my brain.” You ecan
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§u1face and open your sack and find, instead of
jumps at you? Or you may not come back at all. The wji
‘ . winche jam;
the scaffolding buckle, the air conditioning collapse. You nsl.;;a}i;rcnjf
. up one day and see by your headlamp the canary keeled overg in 't:g
cage. You may reach into a cranny for pearls :
You yank on your rope; it is too late.

feel the deadness race up your arm; you can feel the appalling, inhu-
man speed of your own blood. We saw the wall of shadow coming, and
screamed before it hit. oo

This was the universe about which we have read so much and never
before felt: the universe as a clockwork of loose spheres flung at stupefy-
ing, unauthorized speeds. How could -anything moving so fast not
crash, not veer from its orbit amok like a car out of control oma turn?

Less than two minutes later, when the sun emerged, the trailing
edge of the shadow cone sped away. It coursed down our hill and raced
eastward over the plain, faster than the eye could believe; it swept over
the plain and dropped over the planet’s rim in a twinkling. It had clob-
bered us, and now it roared away. We blinked in the light. It was as
though an enormous, loping god in the sky had reached down and
slapped the earth’s face. SRS

treasure; a beast which.

and touch a moray eel.

Apparently people share a sen
eclipse ended,la)m cI:dd thing happseenzg.th_ese hazade, for when the total
When the sun appeared as a blinding bead on the ring’s side, the
ec.hpse was over. The black lens cover appeared again, backlighted , and
sl.ld away. At once the yellow light made the sky blue again; the blar_:k lid
dissolved ar}d vanished. The real world began there. I rel;lember now:
we all hurn;d away. We were born and bored at a stroke. We rushed
down the hill. We found our car; we saw the other people streamin
down the hillsides; we joined the highway traffic and drove away. i
+ We never looked back. It was a general vamoose, and an O;Id one
for when we left the hill, the sun was stil] partially eclipsed—a si ht
rare enough, and one which, in itself, we would probably have drivgen
five h_ours to see. But enough is enough. One turns at last even from
glory itself with a sigh of relief. From the depths of mystery, and even

from the hei
mc&r:sofehilsglts of splendgr, we. bqgnce,back and hurry for the lati-

Something else, something more ordinary, came back to me along
about the third cup of coffee. During the moments of totality, it was so
dark that drivers on the highway below turned on their cars’ headlights
We could see the highway’s route as a strand of lights: It: wa
bumper-to-bumper down there. It was eightfifteen in the morni
Monday morning, and people were driving into Yakima to work. Tha
it was as dark as night, and eerie as hell, an hour after dawn, apparentl
meant that in order to see to drive to work, people had to use thei
headlights. Four or five cars pulled off the road. The rest, in a line a
least five miles long, drove to town. The highway ran between hill
people could not have seen any of the eclipsed sun at all. Yakima
have another total eclipse in 2086. Perhaps, in 2086, businesse
give their employees an hour off. :

From the restaurant we drove back to the coast. The highway cros
ing the Cascades range was open. We drove over the mountain like ol
pros. We joined our places on the planet’s thin crust; it held. Fo
time being, we were home free. o
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Early that morning at six, when we had checked out, the six
men were sitting on folding chairs in the dim hotel lobby. The tele
sion was on. Most of them were awake. You might drown in you
spittle, God knows, at any time; you might wake up dead in a :
hotel, a cabbage head watching TV while snows pile up in the pas
watching TV while the chili peppers smile and the moon passes
the sun and nothing changes and nothing is learned because you
lost your bucket and shovel and no longer care. What if you regai

Jan Zita Grover spent eight-years as an AIDS worker in 1

t{unng the height of the epidemic there. Emotionally ei?zZuIZZ; CZSSZZ
moyed to a remote cabin in northwestern Wisconsin. Here shewz'tn’essed
the 1avaged “sand counties” earlier described in Aldo Leopold’s Sand
:County Almanac and began to perceive correspondences between dam-
aged landscapes and damaged bodies, The result was North Enough:
‘AIDS and Other Clear-Cuts (1996), a hard-edged and unsentimental




