Chapter Six: Life at the Beach
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Life at the Beach
	Where the speeches at a graduation –especially from an elitist college—are supposed to send students out into the world with passion and inspiration, I think there are many more graduates who are frightened and clueless about what their next steps should be.  We are raised with examples and encouragement to embrace our futures boldly, but stepping out of the cap and gown is no less intimidating than a well-trained paratrooper facing the yawning doorway with the horrific knowledge that this time the bullets are real and ever so deadly.
	Despite a magnificent education, being fluent in English and American literature and conversational in French and German language--for which I will be forever grateful to my father--I left college ill-equipped to know how to get a job.  Giving the institution the benefit of the doubt, I suppose the opportunities for career guidance were available.  Perhaps the assumption was that if we were smart enough to get in, we should be able to find the office and information on our own.  It could just as easily have been that it was the Seventies, so close to the Sixties, and we were all just too stoned to really pay attention.
	Having devoured every published word of Kerouac I could find and holding Kesey’s kool-aide acid tests as litmus for a future more relevant than a stuffy degree, I envisioned myself as a writer, perhaps even the next “K” in line.  An all day interview at McGraw-Hill in New York City was a lesson for me much more about who I would be working with than editors I might seriously be working for.  Clever distinctions aside, I could not see myself daily in an office, moated by cubicles, suckling dollars from nine to five.  Raised on peaceful rebellion, I looked confidently to a lifestyle of freedom and non-conformity, walls as flimsy as the degree in my hand and success as substantial as the thesis, a novel, I had just written and the effort I had just made to help end a war.
	Graduating in the winter, a long celebration on the slopes nearby, dancing on moguls the rest of the winter, seemed entirely appropriate.  Various buddies from different parts of my life had become friends with each other, intertwined like spokes on a wheel, and jointly rented a bizarre little house in Stowe painted the color of mustard, a natural attraction for me to join them.  With skis, musical instruments, decks of cards and an inspired album collection times five, we dazzled ourselves in the belief that the party had a purpose, imitating all that I could remember of Kesey’s push beyond boundaries and  stretching of comfort levels, fueled by a smoke so common it almost seemed legal.
	The place was a mess, barely swept and never dusted.  Food rotted in the refrigerator or was lost in the trash on the countertop among the dirty dishes.  Plants were never watered and shriveled, wasting away before our very eyes too blurred with self-absorption to ever notice.  To one mother who tried to save us from ourselves one weekend, I replied, “This is the only time in my life I will have so little responsibility and accountability.  It’s alright.”
	We waited tables and scrambled eggs at dawn to race down the Mountain all day and party (verb with a capital “P”) late into the night.  All but three nights in three months had extra bodies on the floor by daybreak.  Omnipotent and omniscient, it seemed, life was so very worth the celebrating.  By the fall, one buddy had begun medical school, another his first job in advertising on his way to owning his own major firm and at least three houses.  Others found their way to stable livelihoods and families that have held together.
	Born to bravado and not realizing the terror I truly felt in my bones, I peered out from that doorway of my lofty education and declined to dodge those bullets that were out in the Real World.  An unconscientious objector who refused to either fight or remain behind the walls in hallowed academia, I stepped out of the way by taking a trip to a remote piece of the Oregon Coast to help my sister build a house.
	Forty years later, I know there is no side-step, no way of deferring the act of living.  Choices are made with each and every step, be they sideways or straight ahead.  Time relentlessly tabulates the movement and there is no going back to try that one same step again, all else having changed.  Like a maze where there is no turning around and re-tracing, we forge ahead as best we can.  Apparent blocks are merely amorphous barriers that we can still step through or around, always moving further along while everything behind is just as malleable and impermanent as what we face, a potential quagmire full of wasteful conjecture and regret.  Only the moment is real.

	Five years older than I, my sister Lane seemed a lifetime ahead, always just leaving the school I was entering, heading off to adventure, travel and experiences I could only imagine, and having a boyfriend when I was just learning to ask a girl to dance.  She roused us up and led the way, cleaned, dressed and fed us when Mom was busy with Dad.  She was the strongest voice singing in the kitchen as the dishes were washed, even as other sisters pursued musical educations with near perfect pitch.
As a young teenager, I went with three buddies on a little camping trip to our family spot in the Poconos for two nights (the world seemed a much safer place to adventure in those days).  Done with dinner, I demonstrated a much simpler way of being around the campfire.
“Leave those dishes, my sister will do them.”
“Are you nuts? We can’t do that.”
“No, really, she likes doing dishes.”
Two days later, even as my mother pulled me aside and admonished me for my disrespect, Lane in seeming good cheer, still scrubbed the thick grime in the steamy heat of one pot and rinsed them in the colder one beside.
When it was time to meet my dad at the end of every commuting day, my mother and I had a wonderful ritual of driving up to the quaint redbrick station to wait.  To ensure my safety within and beyond her sight, she told me the stories of teenaged boys electrocuted by trying to jump on the high wires that shook even before the train came round the bend.  In the evening dusk, I broadened my leap and balance from one rail to the other, back and forth, listening and aware of all the sounds and vibrations, the beauty of the sun, low to the trees, turned golden and the promise of fireflies in the cooler night ahead.
Meanwhile, I learn fifty years later, it was Lane who had been handed the youngest sister with a dirty diaper and all the toys of the Universe spread around the house, who was told to have everything in order before Dad came home.  There was no “or else” in our family; things just had to happen because they had to happen and no one questioned the reason.  Most of those things happened because of Lane.
My mother’s bond with her oldest daughter was always the deepest and most appreciative, but my sister has spent the rest of her life organizing, cleaning up the messes of others and leading dissonant groups into beautiful harmonies. Her legacy is great, but she struggles today, challenging herself to observe more and participate less, learning the toughest lesson for a born and bred leader: sometimes it is better to let others lead themselves.
The trip across the country that summer of 1977, so independent, exuberant and ready to be the writer I imagined I was destined to be, was taken with the safety and companionship of a best friend, a young man who was moving to the Berkeley of legend to manage a coffee house.  All through college, we had taken rides around Vermont in Scott’s red Datsun wagon, listening to the Grateful Dead and dreaming our lives into being.  This trip was the ultimate drive we could take together and we felt no less in awe and trepidation than the pioneers must have felt 150 years ago watching the Rocky Mountains rise ever larger to block the view across the Great Plains.
We partied with friends in Ohio on the Fourth of July.  On her Mississippi houseboat, my second sister introduced me to my first nephew.  In Seattle, we spent a day with my roommate and guitar partner for all the years in college.  Most of the way, we drove to the soundtrack of miles rushing by that brought us ever closer to our new lives, the silence between us mounting every hour as we knew California and Oregon were neighbors, but we might not see each other as often as we were accustomed, being able to knock on the door just down the dormitory hall.
Each night, we camped along the way, the broad sky of the West opening to us with brilliant stars.  We enjoyed a little smoke and gazed out from the campfire, my guitar offering the dreams and the security; comfort a long way from home and on the verge of things for both of us so unfamiliar.  The quiet was profound, even with so many voices in our heads.
On the doorstep in Portland, Oregon, we hugged even though he was staying the night, my tears stinging to realize that all was changing.  No matter that Kerouac had raced through this town many times and Kesey still lived in Eugene just down the road (I eventually got to shake his hand), this land was more foreign than I had ever imagined, my sister and her Tom strangers to me, and a million words in my journal did not and might never me a writer make.
Still, I walked through that door.

Neahkahnie Mountain from the beach looks like a blunt and rotund monument.  The highest vertical rise straight out of the Pacific Ocean, dramatic cliffs loom spectacularly upwards, but round into a peacefully broad scape of meadows and forests above.  Elk are often visible.  Eagles soar overhead.  Whales regularly float around the point.  Coyotes, seagulls and faery foxgloves are in abundance.
The Northwest Indians revered it as a powerful place, alive with spirit.  Ritualistically, they burned the mountainside to allow free roaming of the ancient energy and so it is also known as “Fire Mountain”.  The Nehalem Valley spread out verdantly below is translated as “Place of Peace”, a small community of three towns with a total population at the time of about 1000.  
At the top of the Mountain, a ticklish surprise is delivered that far from the benign, easy summit as it appears from below, a long spine of rock barely a foot wide serves as the ridge, winding around a slow steady curve of several hundred yards.  The drop on both sides is steep and a little scary for even the most agile, precarious and challenging.  There is a final destination, a wider and higher outcrop that serves as the peak, the place to stand and see all the way around where Earth, sky and sea come together.  The ocean roar blends with the sound of the breeze and the homes and cars of the busy people so far below look so tiny and fragile, but safe nestled in to the surrounding vista.
An hour and a half from Portland, the drive serves as a transition from city to rural perspective, from practical to spiritual even as parts of each are obviously prevalent in the other.  The highway dips into the dark fecund forest at Oswald State Park where a walk through old growth cedar and Sitka Spruce, trees 300 feet tall with trunks six feet thick, delivers you to a magical beach and paradise for surfers.  The highway continues up onto the Mountain, climbing through a meadow that opens out onto the splendor of the land, ocean to the west and mountain to the left.  At the highest point, lookouts are built onto the highway to give travelers and locals the room to pull over and peer down in awe at the waves crashing far below.  A trail leads out to the Punchbowl, a hollow of cliff carved out over eons that plummets and soars at the same time, making a human feel so small amidst the amazing backdrop.
The road then descends into town, a long cruise bordered by trees and sunshine or enclosed in fog on a stormy day.  A few blocks of cottages tucked under trees on the back dunes opens to one small avenue of stores and restaurants before the beach captures the attention.
Five miles of sand that in most other climates would command a spectacle of high rise hotels and cabanas, Manzanita Beach is long, wide and largely secluded, interrupted by a constantly changing pattern of large stumps and deposits of flotsam that make walks forever interesting.  Dominated by the Mountain at one end, the blunt edifice from the beach frames the Earth’s majesty and explains its centuries old privacy, the road through only made possible by engineering a mere 70 years ago.  To the south, the Beach stretches away for miles, broken at the River’s edge by a jetty.
Still in the early morning, except for the constant rumble, roar, swell and wash of the surf, wind picks up around 11, and blows solidly the rest of the day.  Strollers often wear down jackets even in the summer and bend their heads against the steady blast, coming off the beach blitzed and emotionally bruised from the effort.  Intrepid loungers must build a little shelter, often around whatever log may be present, to protect themselves, but inevitably surrender to the onslaught before very long and head home.
The first time I rounded Neahkahnie, the expanse of beauty silenced my thoughts.  I could only stare, breathing in the sea, the height, the broad horizon and limitless sense of being at the very edge of the Earth, not impossible to leap from this point into space perpetual.  Reality rejoined on the ride into town and we rolled along the beach access to the base of the Mountain.  A single road winds up with little three-home drives branching off higher and lower, fewer and fewer as the steepness of the base increases.  
We reached a circle with the sharp cliffs straight before us, but two more houses were still above.  Between them, Tom steered the blue van straight into a path of berry bushes and up a narrow, steep drive, barely recognizable as an old logging road, to finally break out onto a ledge of open land.  Over-shadowed with large and towering Sitka spruce trees and undergrowth too thick to penetrate, their little plot was smooth and soft, serving up the vista forever beyond and the roar of the surf 300 feet directly below.  Seventy-five miles of coastline stretched away with mountains and sea colliding peacefully, creating eternal wonder.  
Unbelievable that we had come to this place to build a home.

Tom Bender is tall and broad, but so peacefully energetic one never sees him as a big man in a physical way.  From a conservative family and Ohio background that seems incapable of producing such a social revolutionary, he has devoted himself to defying normality, committed instead to the idea of life as something extraordinary to be cherished, challenging all around him to pursue more ideal selves, more in line with our dreams.  And if there is ever a danger of taking oneself too seriously, Tom is always quick with a fart or humongous burp to remind us of our most basic humanity.
A professor of architecture at the University of Minnesota, he was attracted to eastern philosophy and studied meditation before it became common practice.  As the idealistic energy of the sixties settled into practicality, Tom, among others, realized and began to articulate the finite amount of resources in the world and the disproportionate consumption of them by our culture.  In books, essays and speaking at conferences, he envisioned a better world of living harmoniously, living largely with a much smaller emphasis on material things.  The house he planned to build was designed to be a working model of the best of his ideas.
Lane was in Minneapolis, furthering her internships in community centers, a passion that has become her life work, when she was set up with Tom on a blind date.  Life changed instantly for both of them and four decades later, their partnership seems one of the strongest bonds of love, respect and mutual support.  Their union was in spirit and one reason to move to Oregon was being the only state where no common law existed that would define their relationship as a marriage.  Recently we joked that they still had major issues to work out between them after all these years, yet they are as one as any couple can be, united in ways that make all around them feel more rooted and solid in our own lives.
My first experiences with Tom were long nights of laughter at the marble table with Mother inviting the stimulating conversation.  He joined in comfortably where others might be intimidated, but while the rest of us wanted to sing and play and feel good about the war just ended, Tom and Lane urged us to wake up and understand that the energy crisis of 1973 was just a prelude to the changes in society that would be required to truly prosper globally.  For years, I could listen, but their sermons were not really what I wanted to hear, much less practice.
This house would be small, under-sized relative to its grandiose and commanding site.  Like my father’s concept that a home should invite congregation among members, Tom’s design kept everyone close and opened outwards to the natural surroundings that demanded attention, where privacy could be found along paths and on rocky seats in strategic spots to appreciate the natural wonder.  Two large glass panels on barn door-slides roll the front wall away and bring the roar of the ocean into the home. 
Furniture was minimal.  The bedroom was literally the size of the bed, a raised platform to the side of the main living area.  The dining room was also raised and we sat Japanese style around a low round table that could be brought to the edge for visiting family that needed a chair.  Under the roof upstairs, he fit two small bedrooms and an office space full of light, every square inch utilized as masterfully as all the nooks and crannies on a boat.
 He designed a “cool box” to be used instead of a refrigerator, vowing to modify eating habits before using precious energy to preserve left-overs.  The toilet would be composting and gray water, basically a well-vented oil drum which was eventually abandoned for practical reasons once little children were in danger of falling in.  
Eventually a garage was added, expanding over the years to an office which has now been transformed into a separate apartment rented to people who want a retreat.  Off one of the paths, they built a studio when Lane began to pursue her expression through painting.  Largely the house has remained unchanged, simply settled into its place and matured like the energy of its two main occupants, a place of healing, support, comfort, creativity and celebration.

At the time, Tom was an architect and knew the theory with not a lot of experience using a hammer himself.  I had helped my dad on some of our additions and spent a couple of summers in construction, but this was a project that started with the bulldozer on that first day to scrape away the topsoil for a foundation and work until it was done.  I had watched plenty of pours as a little kid fascinated with trucks and construction, but never really worked with more concrete than could be mixed in a wheelbarrow.  
Full of the sweet, pungent smell of fresh turned earth, we walked over the dirt, driving stakes for the string lines, an Egyptian technique for laying out pyramids, and calculating corners perfectly squared to the Pythagorean theory.  It took a couple of days to get it just right and strong enough, a skill I was able to manage in two hours as the years went on, and so the footing with several steps, different levels, went along pretty well.
Late that first afternoon, a little below and to the side of the main shelf of land, with a machete, I hacked away the salal, ferns and other brush to create a small place for my own tent and person.  A Sitka towered overhead, its roots roughing up my ground, so I lugged shovelfuls of dirt to soften it up.  The view was no less magnificent.  Each night as I crawled into my bag and looked out on the brilliant stars, the darker ocean and lighter spray, and the twinkling of the village lights below, I blessed the opportunity to be there.  With a flashlight, I scribbled madly in my journal, visions of Kerouac dancing in my head.  At dawn, the incessant roar of surf on the rocks below inspired my pen to write the dreams of the night before, a discipline uninterrupted for months, awakening by myself in my little spot on the Mountain.
At some point one of the sitkas had been dropped and removed to clear the lot for sale, and its stump and root system made a wonderful area for a cook fire, warmth and light to drift into the night, feeding it with some of the plentiful splatter from the surrounding forest and eventually the fresh scrap as we moved onto the woodwork.  Every night, I brought out my guitar and played for hours, singing free to the wind and the roar and the silence of the Mountain ever overhead.  Lane and Tom talked, or walked, or read in the firelight, and sometimes danced at sunset to the music in celebration of the life they were creating.  My wages were $25 a week in cash for spending and all the baked beans and fried eggs I could eat, plenty enough for the experience of living on the land and working with my hands.
Utilities had to be brought up the slope-side. We figured about a 300 foot long trench three feet deep and sloped so steeply at times I needed to tie off to a rope to hold me in place to dig.  The vegetation was thick, requiring a machete and growing back quickly.  In July, the heat sweltered like over a jungle and I could imagine myself inserted into scenes from “Bridge on the River Kwai”. The soil was so slippery and full of rocks, I was scratched and scrambled to the point my love to dig and throw dirt was sorely tested and sometimes failed.  I dug in fits and spurts as was useful to the overall efficiency of the project, motivated by the reality that while there was no electricity, every 2x6 and piece of plywood had to be sawn by hand.  My elbows have ever since been sore.
And all the while, the ocean roared, my pen scribbled, I played guitar, writing songs and dreaming of the glorious future of creativity these days were inspiring.
After the deck was laid across the new foundation, Tom began to lay out the lines across the floor and I set the first studs and plates for the back wall.  A rustling of the bushes distracted us and out of them suddenly burst an excited dog of a shepherd mix and a stocky man with a mustache as big as his grin right behind.  
I think we may have actually met a few days earlier, in his driveway just a little higher up and over the Mountain from Tom and Lane’s, but a long four miles around and back up by the road.  He was an artist and professor at Portland State and people at the grocery store in town, hearing of our adventure, had suggested we get to know him as he had also built his own home on the Cliffside, living rustically and enthusiastically with his wife and family.
The Artist had wanted to see what we were doing and hacked his way across a ravine and down the slippery slope, through a tangle of undergrowth, vaguely following an elk trail which we eventually tamed into a ruggedly beautiful path between our homes.  If we had gotten no closer, in that short afternoon, he quickly re-arranged my studs, cripples and headers into a more standard pattern that I used constantly over the next thirty years as a builder, solidifying a memory that could stand alone without brace or shear wall of other memories to keep it strong.
Charismatic only hints at the character of this man who descended into my life as forcefully as he broke the trail to come visit.  His eyes gleamed; his disheveled hair was thick and full of life.  He leaned forward intently and asked the deepest questions as if he already knew the answers and could simply draw them out.  Unaware of his swagger and humble with reverence, he shared more than taught.  He lived as much in the moment as any one I have known before or since, fully exuding a faith in the rightness of the Universe and the beauty of everything around us.  His passion was irrepressible and contagious.
Also from an Ohio background and a family that did not understand him, the Artist left the Midwest in middle age, transforming himself by moving to Oregon.  The choice to leave his family had been wrenching, but his soul yearned for something different and he had begun to find it balanced between his students in Portland and the home he created on the side of the Mountain.  
Where his early artwork was constrained and linear, the new work was large, expansive and alive with spirit.  He was learning to use the natural resources surrounding him to shape and illuminate the canvas, literally laying them in the flowing waters of the beach at low tides to absorb and shape the sand that became a part of them, adding color as intuition guided his hand.  The abstract works are clear with shadows and beings that articulated the life around him: a pregnant woman, a man in confusion finding solidity, the Mountain itself.
Rain in Oregon is as inevitable as rice in an Asian meal.  The saturating mist and steady downpours make camping miserable, so the Artist and his wife regularly extended the warmth of their home and family to include the three of us.  Rustic and artistic, the house stood tall and square, anchored at the back to the Mountain and on thin posts at the front to span the drop.  One entered low and walked upstairs to the living space, a large open room expanding outwards to the same, but slightly different, 180 degrees of ocean and valley vista.  The small deck so high felt both precarious and exhilarating.
At the end of the summer, the Artist needed help on a garage and studio he was beginning on his own home.  Fresh from our concrete experience, we gladly exchanged labor for their hospitality.  Likewise as the fall settled, he began staying at Tom and Lane’s home in Portland while he was teaching three days a week, blending us even more closely.  Our friendship expanded on many levels as we over-lapped in work, play and travel back and forth, spending hours together in various circumstances that kept conversations going and threads dropped one day could be picked up again another.
Having left children behind in Ohio, the Artist was ecstatic to make choices that created a new family.  He adored his step-daughter no less than the two year old daughter he shared with his Wife.  Delight danced around him as his youngest crawled over his lap in the midst of conversation.  He relished her every motion as he recognized this second chance was a gift not to be diminished by the drudgery of a life that had eaten away at his soul.  Heart-wrenching and scary as his move had been, he had embraced his dream and was reaping the joy that came from it.  His artwork and his gentle spirit were all the better for it, and so were the rest of us brighter for his dazzle and sunlight.
Fall turned to winter and the rain settled deeply.  The roof was completed and all the hand-made windows in place.  I could pack up my tent and secured a spot on the upstairs floor of the unfinished house to write my own dreams in the journals always near my pen.  A Defiant woodstove was at the center of the house and the pit outside no longer served as our nightly cook and campfire.  Warm and dry, I wrote more songs and played long each night, the most practiced and prolific I have ever been with music.
Life cannot stand still, however, and the sense of change materialized and vanished and re-saturated regularly, nearly in synch with the rain that poured down and broke erratically for hours of brilliant sunshine.  From under the newly built roof and soon livably-finished house, the door to another adventure was opening, no matter how comfortable I was to keep looking at the ocean view through the new windows.  Additionally, Tom and Lane, more settled and embracing their own transition, were wanting more privacy to start a family of their own.
Christmas seemed a turning point and plans could be made for the New Year.  We converged on the two houses constantly for dinners and celebrations, met in differing formations for walks and talks both light and profound.  One journey down along the beach was balanced by a hike up the Mountain to breathe in the deep forest and break out onto the spiney ridge, all of us gathered at the peak to toast the families that had become one.
After New Year’s, an uncommon cold-snap had frozen the road over the Coast Range back into Portland, so an extra few days was added for all of us to the freeze in time.  Sunday morning, just at the end, the Artist, his Wife and I went for an early walk on the beach.  It was grey and stormy, cold with a blast of wind that kept our heads down and focused on each step forward.  
Out of nowhere, a rogue wave came roaring up the beach at us, looking nothing more than a thin sheet of water running away from the ocean that was its source.  While the other two ran for the dunes, I looked at all the great large logs scattered everywhere and jumped for the biggest.  The little blast of water tumbled me violently off the now floating log and landing hard, the log rolled over on top of me, swallowing and gagging me in surprise and unable to wrench myself instinctively free from under.
Shocked and scared, I spat out the saltwater and breathed in fresh air slowly and deeply, remembering in that moment of calm that what the water had brought in would also take out.  I looked at my friends safely on dry land, their eyes terrorized for me but largely helpless, and as the water surged, floated and receded, I felt the log lighten and roll away, my leg bruised and battered, but still attached and useful to get me quickly back to warmth and dry clothes.
That night the beer flowed and the smoke was rich.  Extra people were floating through (as was often the case).  The Artist was in fine form expostulating on the source of art and passion and the taste of a well-honed brew compared to his favorite brand of a working-man’s basic.  His daughter crawled in and around the both of us, one lap to the other, listening to the stories and alternately enjoying the center of attention when her father poked her joyfully.
Tuesday morning, we crossed paths in the kitchen of the house in Portland, a lighter day of teaching for him.  Hands wrapped around our coffee mugs, I sat at the table and he leaned against the counter, his head silhouetted by the sunshine pouring in at his back, his glow eerily mystical surrounded by the light.
“What do you do with yourself here when Tom and Lane are working?” he asked and I had to consider that I really had no purpose on these one or two days a week.
“I go for long walks around town,” I fumbled. “I have a favorite bench in Washington Park where I write in my journal and watch people.”
He wanted to know about my dreams, a little about the ones in the middle of a restless night, but more about the ones that haunt and manipulate my days.  He knew I was planning sometime soon to go on to San Francisco to stay with my friend Scott, but the Artist wanted to know more about what I wanted to do with myself, what the passions of the music and writing were doing to move my soul.
“Dreams are only dreams,” he mused, the halo from the sun outside surrounding him even more brightly.  “Your task is to bring them into focus and act on them.  What are you going to do?  Who are you going to be?  How are you going to use these precious gifts bestowed on you?”
My walk that day was bolder and softer at the same time.  My answers strong in the heart that my creativity was my purpose, the desire to write and play music all-consuming, but the translation of how to do it somehow felt elusive beyond understanding.  I could wish all I wanted, but I was walking the streets of Portland full of ideas and nothing solid to show for them, just so many songs in the air, so many words carelessly tossed into journals with no beginning or end, no idea what to do next.
Late in the afternoon, I lay on my mattress thrown on the floor in a small room at the top of the stairs.  Never one to close my door, for some reason, on this day I had, and I heard him labor up the stairs after his afternoon of private consultations.  Step by heavy step down the hall.  I thought about calling out, continuing the conversation, asking questions back and supplying some of the answers I had begun to formulate on my own long walk, but I stayed silent and scribbled more words in my journal instead.
An hour later, I heard those steps again, this time rested and coming the other way, heading out, I knew, for a game of handball with an old friend followed by some beers at his favorite tavern.  Still, I lay silent, not calling out, not even wishing him a good evening, thinking about it until the steps had disappeared.  There would be time tomorrow.
Not totally alone in a strange city, I had been making some contact with musicians and sharing songs occasionally, expanding my base and learning how to get “Out There”.  The next step, even as I was making plans to move on, seemed to explore the local scene and gauge the quality of sound I had to offer.  That evening I took a bus across town and played for several hours with a singer/songwriter I had gotten to know and ended up staying there over-night as we had played later than the buses ran.
Back to the house in the late morning, Lane rushed to meet me so quickly I had no time to recoil in fear of the news.
“He died last night.”
The crush of the words created that kind of “before and after” moment upon which we mark our centuries “AD” and (now) “BCE”.  The unreality was overwhelming.
“Apparently, he just walked out of the tavern without saying good-bye and someone found him in his pickup with his head laid back, the radio playing, and a smile on his face.”
Grief is universal.  We have all suffered loss, rich, poor, white, black and all the colors in between.  No matter our background or the immense luxuries that might insulate us from other pains in the world, griefs so solid at some few points in our lives possesses us as if the sun will never rise again.  We ache, shaken to the very core; our tears pouring forth or held tightly just near the surface, but shivering our souls and challenging our wills to go on.  
To deny the sensation is to cut out our hearts and attempt to live as if nothing touches us.  Some try to do this because the pain that inevitably comes is just too great.  Some are quite capable of holding themselves aloof and their hurts locked inside, putting forth a false bravado that makes them think they have it all in hand.  This clouds the perspective as if flowers could bloom without rain.
Men over the ages have been raised to think it unmanly to shed tears, to weep “like a baby”, as if somehow that moment of passion could be a sign of weakness and vulnerability seen as a chink in armor through which the fortress might be burned to ashes.  Heroes are held high for their action and strength is considered all about a stern face and determined gaze, out-thrust chest and arms bared and fisted for the impending fight.
Lacking a battle, I was raised to carry the heaviest tent and hammer the longest nail.  My own father’s frustrations burst forth when I failed to make it look easy and he wrenched the tool out of my hand or had to ask one of my sisters to pick up the pieces that had fallen behind me along the trailside.  Upon my grandfather’s death and the end of my golfing days, I carefully noted the difference between my mother’s flowing tears and my father’s silent and steady, comforting hand on her shoulder as they told us the sad news.  Easily sharing joy through music and laughter, my tears, however, have struggled to come out, rarely ever present and always alone.
I felt my knees quiver as Lane told me of the loss of my friend, mentor and creative inspiration, a man who was exactly my father’s age, much closer to the kind of loving, joyful and embracing man I intuitively wanted my father to be.  Like an earthquake that rumbles and passes from a distance, leaving others in devastation, I absorbed the information and thought to myself, “Well, he was an older man, had lived a good life and died a peaceful death.  Life is as it should be.”
Thirty years later, as I have reached that self-same age and compare the emotional, material and physical differences between myself, my father and the Artist, I better understand the true anesthetizing effect of youthful naïveté.  Far from content, feeling old, finished and ready to move on, my life is at a mid-point where one can evaluate the forces of circumstances and influence, consider choices that have been passed or made, and re-align the trajectory based on newer and more vital calculations.  
He was cheated.
The Artist had made such changes in his life that re-invigorated his spirit, transported him halfway across a continent and fully into a completely different life, as if another dimension, where he could be the kind of person he wanted and needed to be.  Change is possible in any moment, but few are brave enough to step out of their accustomed discomfort, face their basic fears and dare to create the difference.  If unable to flow, those tears fester and bleed internally, like cancer, consuming spirit and vitality until they drown us from within.  Far from perfect, the Artist still exemplified a spirit able to breathe deeply in stillness and leap broad canyons in action, harnessing some special energy that we would all be better for the tasting.
In the fog of those heart-stricken days afterwards, gathering together to mourn and celebrate, many stories were shared about the kind of man he had been.  It was impressive how many lives had been touched and how compelled people were to step forward to speak of the past, but the veil between worlds was apparently thin for a time and there were several tales that were current and riveted our attention.
One old friend, close enough to deserve a call in the middle of that first awful night, remained awake for several hours, understandably agitated, but frustrated by something deeper he felt he needed to remember.  No details of the actual death were available, so the slate of his perception was clean. He only found the calmness to sleep later after he had recalled the stunning clarity of the dream he had been having before the terrible call had awoken him abruptly.
“A man was in a car,” he recounted, both then to his wife and just recently when I visited, “Floating and so incredibly peaceful.  Music was playing, almost as if it was boosting him upwards, surrounding him with sound.  He had a wonderful smile and it was all OK.  He wanted me to know that.”
The midwife for their child told the Wife that while meditating a few days later, she felt an incredible warmth surround her, envelope her moment of stillness.  She knew it was him because she literally felt the same hands massage her shoulders with love and excitement that she had felt between surges of labor during the home birth two years earlier, yet, of course, no one was there.
Not in the slightest a believer of all that hocus-pocus possibility, I myself was soon visited with a dream: very clearly the Artist walking me over his property on the Mountain, showing me his nooks and crannies, handling his tools, many from his own father and carefully preserved, that with caring hands could build anything they tried hard enough to do.
The first structure on the property was a ten foot by ten platform, level enough to support a tent, and like Tom and Lane’s, served well enough while building the main house until the winter rains required real walls and a roof.  The T-house reminded me of Kerouac’s several little shacks on the edges of his friends’ lives where he could settle in and write freely without interruption of worldly demands. The interior was studs with a few shelves randomly placed with exquisite ornaments and special rocks, an Asian flair enhancing the meditative quality. A large glass window opened to the sunset energies of the West and a glassed door invited the sea to the South for inspiration.  The quiet moderated by the Pacific roar settled like a mantra.
Like a friend’s home in Stowe during a semester off from college where I could produce the first draft of my thesis/novel, the T-house provided the separation and seclusion to allow my mind to roam and the pen to scribble.  In that space, I created many stories, nursing seeds into bloom, focused and aware, in touch with my spirit and happy to the very core.  To the wash of waves nearby, curling endlessly in and out, I wrote and contemplated the orders of the Universe and our place within and around, the Mountain silently in support at my back.
With not enough firewood stacked to heat the family through the winter and the studio addition unfinished, my very real dream of the Artist and me seemed to confirm a perfect trade to help my transition towards San Francisco and the next adventure of my life, one more small shelter from the yawning doorway I knew I must eventually face.

It is appropriate here to pause for a little house-keeping.
Perhaps a result of growing up in the home in Rose Valley where floor to ceiling windows stretched across the entire expanse of the living area, exposing our family at night to the gaze of any passer-by, and certainly influenced by moments like at a campsite behind the Iron Curtain where 200 Western naïve Hungarian factory workers crowded around our pop-up camper to watch my mother wash my hair in a sink, I have always been more comfortable than most with exhibiting very personal aspects of my life, cringing only a little when boundaries have been crossed.  Willing to take responsibility for my actions, I am also willing to wear my heart on my sleeve, making fun of my foibles even more than celebrating my worthy traits.
The more I wrestle with my emotions and expose them—both worthy and unseemly—to the judgment of others, the more hearts open instead to share themselves with me.  We are both the better for the exposure.  The scientific definition of inertia works perfectly here where once set in motion, a much larger force is required to bring an object back to rest.  People yearning for connection welcome and admire one’s willingness to take a risk and step a little further out themselves onto that scary platform of their choice.  The Artist was an example for me, and I, in turn, am comfortable to bear my own soul with humility; in trust that I will not be abused, in confidence that my truth is honest for being my very own, if not always exactly aligned with another in (or out of) the room.
This attitude, which may be fine for me, is clearly not acceptable to others.  The consequences of being too honest sometimes can shatter the appropriate boundaries as easily as a dog bone launched from a lawn-mower once broke the twelve foot span of glass in our home in Rose Valley.  Simply confessing, “I meant no harm,” may aide the healing of an emotional scar, but does not get the glass back into the opening any more quickly.  Damage can easily be done that cannot always be repaired.  When two separate lives are inter-mixed, the danger increases fourfold.
In her popular book “Eat, Pray, Love”, Elizabeth Gilbert speaks clearly to the boundaries of relationship and the impossibility of and inappropriate attempt to describe the single-sided perspective of one about the other.  
I respectfully concur.  
The actual details of my individual and very personal circumstances are much less relevant to this story than is the more universal characterization of one man’s journey across very slippery slopes that so many of us in our own stories might have to navigate.  Beyond a little voyeuristic entertainment, what is valuable to the reader should be their own path and its similarities or differences, more so than any particular left or right turn I might have taken or person with whom I might have danced along the way.
As an individual, how I personally have been affected by my interactions with others who contracted to be a part of my life is what interests me here.  Each step changes the direction and moderates the tempo, but no matter the impact, having once danced together, I will forever tread lightly for fear of stepping clumsily on their tender toes.  I trust that others in my life (my first wife literally being shown that architect’s house of glass across the way as a young girl) will understand that in writing my own tall tale, I have no cause nor willingness to throw stones into their own very private and precious homes.
In the midst of her grief, the Wife was unable to sleep and after a few weeks, ventured to visit the T-house in the middle of the night.  We talked, she cried and a bond was created that increased over the following three nights to the level we sat bolt upright and discussed the implications of feelings that were running rampant between grief and love.  A significant age difference lay between us in addition to the children and other responsibilities that could easily overwhelm a twenty-three year old very young and uninitiated man.  The fourth night was passed in meditation and wakefulness, alone and agitated, absorbed in large questions about doors and windows, life, death, the Mountain and the sea.
At dawn, I looked to the west and was shocked to see a roiling black cloud and a thick column of flame from the direction of Tom and Lane’s house.  Knowing it was the worst, I tried in my mind to make it something better.  They were in Portland for the night, having just spent days sanding and oiling all the fresh woodwork in the house.  Their most favorite items having slowly found their way into the new home, the trip to Portland was to gather the rest of their belongings to officially complete the move.  This blade of fire had to be something else just a little farther around the Mountain, just an image of fear from lack of sleep and burning questions, not actual reality at its ugliest.
It was a long four miles to race around the mountain by car, a long frightening ride down, along the beach and back up from the base.  From every angle the smoke only thickened and the flames burned with more anger.  Coming around the corner, the crackle and pop was deafening, a roar finally louder than the eternal ocean.
I raced from the car straight up to the house.  Its walls stood still straight and solid, most of the roof untouched.  The rear was consumed and so hot I could not get anywhere close as much as I wanted, desperate to find a way to put it out and stop the punishment I felt was happening for breaking trust and having feelings.  The garden hose was at hand, but only dripped impotently, already severed (I realized much later) where the pipes I had sweated just a few months earlier were in the middle of the inferno.
A shovel was handy which I grabbed and took to the other side where sparks and debris, burning pieces of shingles I had hammered into place, were floating and drifting aimlessly, almost beautifully, landing in the yard.  I beat at the tiny fires until I realized the amount of material that was falling around me, enflamed and dangerous, was too thick and overwhelming, and could easily land on me.  The shovel was abandoned and helplessly I ran back, paused at the window to see if there was anything to be done, anything to be saved, but the window was black and impenetrable.
This was a dance with death, the shock of compulsive reaction that takes over when stressed at such a level.  The desperate urgency to act, even when it is clear that nothing so small can be big enough to slow the momentum, is insatiable.  The simple difference in temperature between my hand and the glass could have ignited the explosion that actually happened only seconds after I had stepped out of range of the deadly shards of glass that my sister still uncovers occasionally in her garden thirty years later, but still I needed to move, to see, evaluate and struggle to comprehend. Desperate to stanch the pain, ultimately I realized I was there only to witness.
I went over to the Wife who was dissolved in screams of her own helplessness and we held each other, faces turned to the horror, so little comfort to be found.
Seconds later (and it could have been hours) with one mighty eruption, every window was simultaneously shattered and fireballs as large as Volkswagens roared out of the openings, so easily killing me had I still been there.  The mass of nearly liquid energy boiled over and intensified tenfold, the orange heat sweltering and a haze of disorientation settled upon us, the sound muffled, the vision blurred.  Fingers of flame ripped and danced over the walls in a beautiful pattern of licks and leaps, mesmerizing and hypnotic, enticing the gaze, seducing my fright into something like a drug nearly pleasurable as it strangled my very last breath.
A fire truck arrived, then another, and suddenly men were racing about, hoses stretched, action in slow-motion moving in ordered chaos between us and the center of the heat that drew our attention toward its fiery and fierce belly of churning destructive energy, daring us to come forward and be fully, totally, erotically and ecstatically captivated.
In minutes, it was all over, the frenzied rage beaten back by simple plumes of water and shriveled to nothing like a witch melting, wisps and plumes of smoke and steam mixing and dancing off like shadows up and over the Mountain, final gasps curling away until finally still and silent.  
The sun was brilliant, pure warmth on our faces instead of the heat of that terror just moments before.  The ocean roar on the rocks below returned its ever-present roar as a lullaby against the pain we felt stabbed into us.  The tall tree over my old tent site wafted gracefully, peacefully present, and the Mountain behind, so silent and astute, as timeless as the sea. 
The carpenters and milkmen suddenly turned firefighters scurried about, poking, prodding, splashing with doses any suspect spot.  Volunteers trained to help each other in just such a crisis, their untrained adrenalin for the actual moment roaring just as loudly as the fire so recently smothered, they stretched the time to linger longer in their place of duty and citizenship, over-turned whatever had not already been and checked and re-checked that we were alright or wanted no donut or coffee.
Another hour floated surreally and serenely by.  The men, and a few women who followed, wandered about, mulling it over, poking and kicking debris that had already been poked and kicked twice over, unable to relinquish their hero’s hold on the moment and return to their carpentry and cows.  One found a dented can of the linseed oil so lovingly spread over the new wood, and standing amidst the ashes, shaking his head, read the label that warned so clearly that fires could come spontaneously from the rags not properly disposed.
The hoses were untangled and stretched, dried and resorted, repacked into the trucks.  Ladders never used were set back on their hooks. The picks and axes stowed away.  I wandered about trying to see if our own ladder which I could not find was mistakenly loaded with the others (turns out it had melted into two small puddles of aluminum under everything where it had once stood to get me to my bed on the now unsafe second floor).
Some forms passed across my face needed a signature, some advice and concern was voiced by the chief.  I heard something about the possibility of looters who would arrive after the trucks had left.  I remember mostly just staring at the shape of the house still so much intact, my scorched eyes trying to reconnect the pattern of shingles over the gaping holes that were still there each time I opened my eyes again.  Eventually I wandered down the drive to the neighbors to make one of the worst calls in my life.
Lane answered as brightly as the sun pouring through her window and the hopes and plans for their day to move everything else down to the Coast and settle into the beautiful life ahead in their new home and the spirit of the baby they wanted to make.
“What’s up?”
	Silence.  My mouth moved, words came and vanished without a sound, none with power enough to both reveal the tragedy and heal the wound without pain.
“I just watched your house burn down.”
“Oh…” as it settled in, “Oh, Tom, Kip says the house just burned.”
Details of grief nearly as dark as death.

In the long, sleepless night that followed, as Tom and Lane held a vigil of their own alone in the T-house I had offered them for privacy, the Wife and I agreed that no angle of argument could sweep the impact of this event under the carpeted realm of a coincidence.  The Mountain and the Artist, it seemed, had conspired through fire to ensure that I should stay there longer.  That dream of him showing me around the property and laying his tools in my hand was now colored in staggering prophesy.  My mission in life instantly transposed itself from one of observation and description to action by embracing this family so immobilized in grief and need.  
All thoughts of moving on to San Francisco and some vague notion of written and musical artistry accomplished in a foreign city were abandoned for what could just as easily be created right here.  This was real.  This was now.  Words and song could still flow around the tasks of firewood and dirty dishes, and it felt great to have the sweetest little eyes snuggled up in my lap.  The assignment was clear and I had been raised to volunteer to take the heaviest loads.
To a young man barely experienced and mostly repulsed by organized religions, these events appeared to be somehow still divinely orchestrated, circumstances thrusting themselves upon me to project and confirm the concept that some force so much larger could be at play than my mere wish and certainty that I had talent and was destined for something special.  A small pawn in the process, the momentum of tragedies and emotion of love wrapped up the package in pretty ribbons of reassurance every time a little doubt asserted itself to suggest that this all together might be more than I could handle.
“Are you really sure you want this?” my mother asked over the phone after receiving the letter that broke the news of my liaison with an older woman and her children.
“Mom, you taught me to be strong, to accept challenges and not be afraid to do unusual things,” I answered calmly.  “It’s really beautiful and so very sweet, not hard at all.”
She booked a plane ticket immediately and flew out to re-meet the woman who had claimed her son.
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